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When thinking of Antarctica, I vividly remember being packed into the back of a van with other 
USAP staff and scientsits, donning our ECW gear, driving to the airfield to fly back to the 
United States. Paul Simon’s “Homeward Bound” played on the radio, and I was overcome with a 
sense of denouement—of things ending and opportunities closing. However, I am happy to 
report that from the moment I returned home, the opportunities and excitement continued. Since 
my expedition to Antarctica in 2011, and a lucky return in 2015, I have found an expanding 
landscape to apply my experiences and make new connections. Below I will share how I applied 
PolarTREC experiences to daily classroom lessons and curricular units, outreach that moved 
beyond typical classroom visits, and opportunities that were afforded to me because of 
PolarTREC. 
 
Returning from a PolarTREC expedition to daily life as an educator is not a smooth transition. 
However, after I got my bearings, I found frequent spaces to tie my experiences back into the 
curriculum. There were obvious places for connection—when discussing biodiversity in a middle 
school science lesson, I could include videos of penguins and seals. When teaching about the 
seasons, a time lapse I took of the sun moving around in a circle provided a great anchor for 
discussion and model building. When I taught weather, I could connect students to the network 
of Automated Weather Stations in Antarctica and beyond, one of which I helped install! I also 
recognized the value of PolarTREC’s webinars and teacher blogs, and so did my students. 
Nevertheless, I found stretches of the year where my curriculum didn’t readily connect to the 
poles, and balancing teaching, grading, the bureaucracy of schooling, and work/life balance 
made it difficult to incorporate my experiences more frequently. A few years after my first 
expedition, I began including an “Picture of the Day” in my class. This gave students an 
opportunity to share pictures they took or found online that reminded them of something 
connected to our class. On Fridays I included pictures from my expeditions, calling it: Freezing 
Friday. This became a place to share the exciting science that doesn’t always connect to class 
concepts, and to share cutting edge science that is sadly reserved for advanced science courses. 
 
Outreach seemed intimidating at first, but after reaching out to schools and classrooms, I found a 
number of teachers excited to connect with me. I also had not considered how outreach 
opportunities would emerge years after my expeditions. When the play, “Mr. Popper’s Penguins” 
came to my university campus, a call to conduct outreach went out. Having conducted activities 
and presentations in the past, it was easy to make connections between the play and my 
expeditions. I similarly found opportunities to share about my work at the local children’s 
science museum, and in elementary and middle schools near (e.g., an elementary school half a 
mile from my home) and far (my former school in Austin, TX). Even this year, five years after 
my last expedition, I was invited to speak at a university’s lifelong education program, and 



connected with polar scientists who zoomed into the 2nd grade classrooms of my daughter and a 
teacher I work with. 
 
PolarTREC is a family. You’ve probably figured this out by now. PolarTREC connects you not 
only to researchers, but also to a network of like-minded and like-spirited educators. Perhaps the 
most important post-expedition outcomes I’ve had are tied to the relationships I built and 
continue to build, and how this program has positioned me as a teacher leader in my community. 
Although the task of conducting outreach with schools feels onerous at first, visiting with other 
teachers and sharing your experiences with them and their students builds life-long connections 
with teachers, students, and families. Following my first expedition, I was invited to give a 
keynote to the science teachers in my district. Because of the outreach I had done, I knew many 
of the teachers I was speaking to. I had assumed starting a graduate program would reduce my 
connections to polar scientists and educators. However, I continue to stay in touch with 
researchers from my expedition and beyond. The engineer I worked with at South Pole is helping 
me learn the coding language: Python. I recently reconnected with a polar scientist I had met in 
2015 who studies sea spiders. We plan on co-writing curriculum that centers his work, and other 
polar science work, in connection with the 2nd grade classroom I work with. As I finish my 
graduate work, I look forward to rejoining PEI – Polar Educators International, an organization 
created by PolarTREC members who recognize the value in collaboration and friendship and 
need for networks of polar educators and researchers. PolarTREC has also has given me 
experience developing curriculum, which has come in use as a science education consultant.   
 
I do not think there is a typical PolarTREC experience —everyone’s experiences are unique. But 
I do think every PolarTREC educator will continue to find connections and opportunities years 
after their expeditions are over. 



 

 

Hello fellow PolarTREC-ers! I can’t imagine the amount of anticipation and excitement that you must be 
experiencing right now as you await this professional development experience of a lifetime….actually I can 
relate a little.  
 
First of all, I was the very last person from my cohort to deploy to Antarctica, almost a year after finding out I 
had been selected to join the IceCube Neutrino Experiment Project at the South Pole. It was so exciting 
watching my fellow PolarTREC-ers explore the Arctic and Antarctic by air, by sea, and by land…and it made 
me so anxious to get started on my own polar expedition! But I will say, I ultimately appreciated having such a 
long runway to prepare for my journey south. I had time to promote my social media pages that highlighted the 
trip I was taking, I was able to do presentations for students in my district with the ECW kit, and even got a 
radio interview to promote the expedition. My students actually had time to film short video clips for me with 
their questions about research at the South Pole and I was able to compile them into a video with the answers to 
their questions when I returned. Leaving late in the year also gave me enough time to prepare the postcards that 
I sent out from the South Pole. I collected 500 mailing addresses and hand wrote the names and addresses 
across 39 states and 13 countries - mostly to people I had never met before but were now excited to follow the 
expedition and receive a postcard stamped from the South Pole. While you’re awaiting this expedition, I 
encourage you to think about some of the ways you can engage your audience of followers to get excited about 
your journey to the poles! 
 

 
Keep an open mind – you never know who you might run into on your expedition! (Any Entourage fans…?) 
 
I can also relate to the anticipation and frustration with participating in a teacher professional development 
experience mid-pandemic. I started my year as an Albert Einstein Distinguished Educator Fellow with the 
Library of Congress in August. I wasn’t able to get access into the building for the first two months, and was 
working remote despite moving across the country for the fellowship. No one can predict what will happen in 
the weeks or months to come, but I am so thankful to have the support of my program coordinators to navigate 
me through the ever-changing COVID landscape, just as you have Janet and Judy doing the same for you. And 
hey, things are never scripted on the ice either!  All this flexibility will have you prepared for any of the 
adventures that await you when you finally make it on your polar expedition. Not to mention, you’ll be the best 
prepared cohort since you’ve already been practicing wearing face coverings and living in extreme isolation.  
 



 

 

 
Can you tell which photo was from Antarctica and which was taken during the pandemic? 
 
How did the PolarTREC expedition change me as a person? I recall that the hardest walk of my entire life 
was the quarter mile trek from the LC-130 to the Amundsen-Scott Station when I landed at the South Pole at 
10,000 feet elevation, -45 degree weather, and 0% humidity. I had no idea that my body would be put through 
such physically demanding work in such intolerable conditions and I had such debilitating altitude sickness for 
the first 72 hours that I genuinely considered asking if I could return home. But knowing that I had a research 
team who was relying on me, 500 followers from around the world, and my students back home that I did not 
want to let down, I was able to overcome this mentally and physically exhausting start to my expedition. I think 
back on that moment often and realize that I had a choice to make: I could either take the easy way out and quit 
as soon as things got tough, or I could push through. It’s amazing what the human body does to adapt. And 
thank goodness it did - I would not trade my experience in Antarctica for anything. 
 

 
My body had such a miraculous recovery from altitude sickness that I was able to compete in the Race Around 
the World on Christmas Day (a 5k around the geographic and ceremonial poles), just three weeks after being 
bed-ridden.  
 
So how did PolarTREC impact my journey in education after I returned? Being one of the only women 
working at the South Pole, I realized that there are very underrepresented populations in scientific research, and 
this discrepancy ultimately starts with access to STEM in K-12 education. In late 2018, a year after returning 
from my PolarTREC expedition, I applied to San Diego State’s Educational Leadership Doctoral Program, 
hoping to learn more about the ways in which educators can impact the landscape of STEM industries in the 
future. In 2019, I started a consulting business working with large corporations to write K-12 STEM curricula 



 

 

that promote a strong workforce development pipeline for ALL students to become engaged in STEM careers. 
When the obstacles that I’m presented with become especially challenging in this work, I think often about the 
grueling start to my time at the South Pole and consider the choices I get to make. I’m hoping that soon you will 
have your own life changing moments on the ice and I look forward to hearing how they impact your future. 
 
I’d love to stay in touch and follow your expeditions! Please don’t hesitate to reach out and let’s get connected! 
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