
NQHS Teacher Cara Pekarcik Bound For Antarctica
By SCOTT JACKSON
When the new school 

year starts in September, 
Cara Pekarcik, a biology 
teacher at North Quincy 
High School, will be thou-
sands of miles away in a 
research vessel in the South-
ern Ocean off the coast of 
Antarctica. 

Pekarcik, who has taught 
at North since 2006, will be 
taking part in a six-week 
PolarTREC (Teachers and 
Researchers Exploring and 
Collaborating) expedition 
starting in early September 
and continuing into Octo-
ber. PolarTREC, a program 
managed by the Arctic Re-
search Consortium of the 
U.S., will send about a doz-
en educators from across the 
country on research expedi-
tions to Alaska, Greenland, 
Siberia and the South Pole 
this year. 

Pekarcik’s six-week re-
search trip will leave from 
Punta Arenas, Chile, and 
head to the Southern Ocean 
and the coastline of the 
Western Antarctic Penin-
sula via the Drake Passage 
aboard the research ves-
sel Nathaniel B. Palmer, a 
308-foot-long icebreaker. 
She will be joined by uni-
versity researchers, who she 
will work with to study dia-
toms, a type of sea algae.

“I’m going to be work-
ing with researchers from 
URI, Old Dominion Uni-
versity and the University of 
South Florida. We’re going 
to be doing water sampling 
in various locations in the 
Southern Ocean to study di-
atoms,” Pekarcik explained 
in a recent interview. 

“Diatoms are like a pho-
tosynthetic algae, so they’re 
part of the basis of the food 
web in Antarctica. They 
photosynthesize and it just 
keeps building up from 
there. One of the things the 
researchers are interested 
in finding out more about is 
how these diatoms are able 
to sustain life there with 

for the students in her class-
es next year, because she 
won’t be returning to NQHS 
until late October. 

As part of those arrange-
ments, Pekarcik and the 
URI researchers who will be 
joining her on the research 
trip gave a recent presenta-
tion to her current and future 
students about the expedi-
tion – including samples of 
the diatoms the group will 
be studying.

“I think it’s a good way 
to get them excited about it 
and sort of start to get them 
involved,” Pekarcik said. 

Those students – and oth-
ers in the community – can 
follow the research expedi-
tion through a journal page 
on the PolarTREC website 
at polartrec.com/expedi-
tions/southern-ocean-dia-
toms. She also has a Face-
book page for the trip, “Ms. 
Pekarcik in Antarctica,” and 
a Twitter page @MsPekar-
cik.

At one point during her 
trip, Pekarcik will be able 
to give an online presenta-
tion on the research mis-
sion via satellite phone, 
which she said her students 

similar but how it’s differ-
ent. Hopefully that will help 
them learn a little bit more 
about the food web here off 
the coast.”

Pekarcik intends to reach 
out to students in the school 
system, and the community 
at-large, before and after her 
trip to share her experience.

“I hope to have before I 
leave this summer at least 
one presentation just to get 
everyone back to remember-
ing ‘Ms. P is leaving and she 
is going to the Antarctic.’ 
I’m hoping I can get every-
one together – at least have 
it open to the community as 
a prequel,” Pekarcik said.

“When I come back there 
will definitely be outreach 
programs for students at all 
levels – I hope to be able to 
reach out within the com-
munity and also to outside 
communities for all levels 
– but also for the public as 
well. 

“I want to be able to 
bring a lot of this infor-
mation back, whether it’s 
about Antarctica in general, 
it’s about what I do in the 
classroom, or even about 

such a low amount of iron. 
“We’re going to be do-

ing a lot of different experi-
ments, a lot of water filter-
ing and water sampling to 
be able to collect as much 
as we can while we’re there 
to bring back to the lab and 
grow samples and work with 
them again in the future.”

Pekarcik said she began 
applying for the PolarTREC 
program six years ago, be-
cause she was looking for a 
chance to conduct research 
and bring that experience 
back into the classroom.  
While PolarTREC has ex-
peditions in the Arctic and 
Antarctic, Pekarcik was in-
tent on traveling to the lat-
ter. 

“Antarctica is one of 
those places – it’s so far 
away, it’s so different and 
unique in terms of the ani-
mals that live there, the 
climate, and that level of 
unknown and maybe a little 
danger and excitement,” she 
said. “I decided the Arctic 
might be easier for me to 
get to on my own versus the 
Antarctica. It’s not really 
easy to get to Antarctica, so 
if you can find a way and 
someone is willing to take 
you there, then I’ll go with 
it.”

Last fall, Pekarcik 
learned she had been select-
ed for the research mission 
in the Southern Ocean, and 
in February traveled to Fair-
banks, Alaska, for a week 
of training at PolarTREC’s 
headquarters. 

“I got the official word in 
November and traveled to 
Alaska in February for train-
ing with PolarTREC and 
learned about what my role 
as a PolarTREC teacher will 
be, what my responsibilities 
are, the expectations for me 
in terms of lesson plans and 
how I’m going to bring this 
back to the community,” she 
said.

As she prepares for her 
trip to Antarctic, Pekarcik is 
also making arrangements 

would be able to view. Un-
like other teachers on Polar-
TREC trips who can video 
chat with their students on a 
regular basis, Pekarcik said 
she wouldn’t be able to do 
so from the Palmer.

At North, Pekarcik teach-
es tenth grade biology as 
well as marine science and 
zoology, both of which are 
electives for upperclassmen. 
Pekarcik plans on incorpo-
rating facets of her trip into 
her lesson plans.

“We’ve already started 
talking about incorporating 
things like some of the on-
line tools the researchers use 
for things like graphing for 
visualizing their data, ways 
in which we incorporate 
cell growth into the curricu-
lum… For the biology stu-
dents, some basic biology 
about cell growth,” Pekarcik 
said. 

“The marine science kids, 
they’re going to focus a lot 
while I’m away on plankton 
and diatoms, so they’re go-
ing to kind of mimic what 
I’m going to do in Antarcti-
ca, but here in Quincy – kind 
of getting a sense of how it’s 

changes that are happening 
in the Arctic and Antarctic – 
climate change issues – be-
cause that’s part of the basis 
of why we’re going.”

Pekarcik has no immedi-
ate plans for future research 
trips, but is exploring other 
opportunities that may be 
available to her.

“There are many op-
portunities for teachers that 
are out there, including a 
Teacher at Sea program with 
NOAA. Now that I have 
started to become in the Po-
larTREC world and meeting 
other teachers, I’m learning 
about lots of other experi-
ences that are out there,” 
Pekarcik said.

“A lot of them take place 
in the summer – It’s very 
rare you get an opportunity 
to leave in the middle of the 
school year and I’m very 
fortunate that my adminis-
tration, everybody, has been 
so supportive of this. Most 
of the others would proba-
bly be during the summer; I 
definitely look for them and 
always look for opportuni-
ties to keep myself involved 
in the science community.” 

POLARTREC RESEARCHERS will be headed to the Southern Ocean for a six-week trip, 
where they will study diatoms living in the water off the Antarctic coast. Members of the team 
include (from left): Cara Pekarcik, a teacher at North Quincy High; and University of Rhode 
Island researchers Alexa Sterling, Laura Filliger, Kris Gomes and Dr. Bethany Jenkins.

Photo courtesy Joselynn Wallace (URI)

CARA PEKARCIK, a teacher at North Quincy High, will be headed to the Southern Ocean in 
September as part of a PolarTREC research team. Here, she practices the filtration process used 
to separate plankton from seawater samples that will be collected during the research mission.  
The filtration system is used to prepare plankton for chlorophyll extraction procedures and 
other experiments.            Photo courtesy Alexa Sterling (URI)

R/V NATHANIEL B. PALMER sits at dock in Punta Arenas, Chile. North Quincy High teacher Cara Pekarcik and a team of 
university researchers will live on the ship for six weeks later this year during an expedition in the Southern Ocean off the Ant-
arctic coast. The team will collect water samples on the ship to study diatoms.      Photo Courtesy ARCUS
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