
February 12, 2015

A WEEKLY E-NEWSLETTER FOR THE VERMONT COMMONS SCHOOL COMMUNITY

Winter Encounter Week: January 19-23

     Instead of attending regular classes, stu-
dents in multi-age groups, along with faculty, 
embarked on a variety of adventures. From 
tracking wolves in Yellowstone National Park 
to clearing brush from the ruins of an old 
slave plantation on St. John, this January’s 
Encounter Weeks provided students with 
challenges and engaged them with new ideas 
and people, helping them develop the quali-
ties and skills needed to work together as a 
group. 
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Yurtle Adventure
     Students spent the week in Huntington in the VCS yurt, known 
as the “Yurtle.” They had winter adventures of all sorts, including 
Nordic/backcountry skiing, snowshoeing, hiking, and night sled-
ding. They also spent time reading the work of nature writers, and 
writing some of their own poems and stories about place. It was a 
week full of exhilarating outdoor activities, cozy nights bonding 
around the woodstove, and delicious meals. 



Yellowstone National Park
Bradley Materick

    Our trip to Yellowstone National Park exceeded all 
of our expectations.  We saw and heard wolves howling 
every day that we looked for them and even witnessed 
a wolf chasing an elk. We were delighted by the sto-
ries our guide told about the trials and tribulations of 
individual wolves.  The wolves in Yellowstone are so 
well studied and well known that their lives are like an 
ongoing soap opera shared by park staff and avid wolf 
watchers.  
     In addition to wolves, we saw countless bison, elk, 
pronghorn, mule deer, moose, bighorn sheep, moun-
tain goats, and coyotes.  We literally had herds of ani-
mals grazing right outside the front door of the cabin 
where we stayed.  And when we couldn’t see animals, 
their tracks, scat and other signs were everywhere.  
Truly an animal tracker’s paradise!  
     The weather was fabulous, with very chilly morn-
ings followed by sunny and reasonably warm after-
noons.  We explored the park on snowshoes each day, 
hiking to places such as an old wolf den, one of the 
pens where the original wolves were released in 1995, 
and the Mammoth Hot Springs thermal features.  
     

     

     
     Our guide was so impressed with our group and the 
knowledge our sudents already possesed that one day 
he took us on a long and challenging snowshoe trek to 
look for tracks and sign of mountain lions, an animal 
which he makes a living filming.  
     The highlight was visiting an old mountain lion den 
in front of which we found elk bones, claw-marked 
logs, and scat.  Back at the cabin that evening, our 
guide showed us some footage of mountain lions that 
he has filmed over the past three years, some of which 
will be used in an upcoming National Geographic 
program.  
     On our final night, we had another guest, Ky 
Koitzsch, join us at the cabin. Also a Vermonter, Ky 
travels to Yellowstone in the winter with his wife to 
study wolves and moose.  He shared the details of his 
wolf research with us and helped us understand the 
science that is happening in Yellowstone.  
     Overall, it was an amazing trip with great weather 
and wildlife and an incredible group of students who 
I’m sure will carry memories of Yellowstone with them 
for the rest of their lives.



Botanical Drawing

     Plenty of drawing! Plenty of conversations! Plenty 
of fun! We spent the first part of the week in Montreal 
where we visited the Botanical Gardens and the “Van 
Gogh to Kadinsky” exhibit at the Musée des Beaux 
Arts.       
     Back in Vermont, we traveled to Middlebury to see 
their Warhol exhibit and special collections. The week 
ended with a trip to a Burlington florist, where we 
bought flowers and then took them to a coffee shop 
to draw.  Throughout the trip, we focused on botani-
cal and nature drawing. 



Adirondack Backcountry Skiing

     Tyler Lemay (VCS Class of 
2002) and Ben Wang traveled 
with students to the Adirondack 
League Club Preserve near Old 
Forge, New York. They skied two 
miles to a cabin only accessible 
by foot, carrying everything they 
needed for the week in back-
packs and sleds. 
     In four and a half days they fit 
in ten student-led mini-lessons 
on wilderness topics, a snow-
building topo map exercise, a 
wilderness medicine scenario, 

writing prompts, a snowshoe ex-
pedition, star gazing, and two ski 
expeditions to destinations seldom 
visited in the winter. They did not 
see any other visitors the entire 
time.     
     The students grew as a group 
into a well-oiled machine, run-
ning everything on their own by 
Thursday. Each emerged from the 
woods on Friday as a newly-minted 
and capable backcountry skier who 
knows how to stay comfortable in 
the winter wilderness.



St. John, Virgin Islands

     Students traveled to St. John for a week of 
volunteering with Friends of the Virgin Islands.  
On St. John, they camped at Cinnamon Bay and 
cleared brush from 17th century slave plantation 
ruins.  
     Students learned about the history of slavery 
in the region and the African diaspora.  They also 
enjoyed the sights of this Caribbean paradise.



Day Hikes

     This trip offered a series of challenging and scenic 
hikes to a variety of destinations throughout northwest-
ern Vermont.  Surrounded by a fun and adventurous 
group of classmates and leaders, students saw how sum-
miting peaks that they had only previously climbed in 
the warm months of the year is a totally different experi-
ence in the winter.



Wheeler Pond Snowshoeing
     This group traveled to the rugged winter wonderland of 
Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom. They set out on daily adven-
tures to play in the snow, summited nearby peaks, and gazed 
out across endless vistas.  In the evenings, in addition to cook-
ing up delicious meals, they did some reading and writing, 
and shared what they had written. 



ENGAGING STUDENTS WITH THE WORLD

Boston Urbaneering
Mark Keegan

     During our trip to Boston, we toured classic Boston 
attractions such as the Museum of Fine Arts, the Museum 
of Science where we saw an IMAX film, the New England 
Aquarium, the Prudential Tower observation floor, and 
Fenway Park.  In addition to these well-known venues, we 
also toured the amazing Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 

and the Harvard Museum of Natural History.  
     We were fortunate to have fantastic winter weather – 
imagine if the trip had taken place only a week later!  
     Our thanks go out to the Coll family for their kind hos-
pitality and providing a comfortable and welcoming home 
to return to each night after the day’s urban adventures.   


