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Students Connect Life, Land, and Lake 
through Scientific Inquiry

When I first started working with Sandra Holleran to bring 
Walhalla Middle School into the Environmental Education 
Association of South Carolina (EEASC) Green Steps Schools (GSS) 
program, the goal was simple: align with the GSS framework by 
building a school garden, introducing students to pollinators, and 
working toward certification. That surface-level goal has since 
deepened into a student-driven exploration of how everyday actions 
connect to the health of our Lake Keowee watershed.

We began by establishing a mixed vegetable and pollinator 
garden, hoping it would become a living classroom. One of the 
most memorable early moments came from a milkweed patch 
the students planted for monarch butterflies. They were amazed 
to watch caterpillars devour the plants so completely that we 

had to locate additional milkweed elsewhere. They were further 
astonished by the diversity of the milkweed community and the 
obligate herbivores it supports. It was a powerful lesson: when you 
build habitat, wildlife responds in complex ways.

That curiosity opened the door to deeper learning. This year, I 
worked with students on pollinator identification and guided them 
through the Great Southeast Pollinator Census (https://gsepc.org/). 
They didn’t just observe; they collected real data, contributed to a 
regional effort, and created posters to share what they learned about 
which plants attract which pollinators. In alignment with the Green 
Steps model, these students became both scientists and teachers.

Inside the classroom, we expanded into composting. Supported 
by other departments within Clemson Extension, I helped connect 
Clemson graduate student Eva McDowell with the program, where 
she led lessons on decomposition and soil ecology. Students built 
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mini composting systems from soda bottles, layering materials and 
tracking changes over time. At first, there were plenty of “ewww” 
reactions to worms and food scraps, but those quickly turned to 
fascination. By the end, students were eager to teach others how 
compost works and why it matters.

Those lessons translated into real-world impact. Green Steps 
students collaborated with the Beta Club on a campus-wide litter 

cleanup, and next year we plan to quantify our impact. They 
also applied their composting knowledge by collecting cafeteria 
“waste” using a share table for consumables and adding outdoor 
composting for scraps.

This year, the program has begun a meaningful deep dive into 
water resources. After building upcycled rain gauges, students 
compared their data to historical averages and were genuinely 
shocked by what they found. They connected the dots themselves, 
linking low rainfall to what they were seeing in local rivers and 
lakes. That moment of realization was powerful: data became 
personal. Next year, we’re excited to expand into more accurate 
data collection through the CoCoRaHS community precipitation 
monitoring program (cocorahs.org), continuing the Green Steps 
“Learn, Do, Teach” model.

As the pollinator garden matures and student curiosity shifts 
toward water, I see exciting opportunities to grow this work further. 
I would LOVE to take students on field trips (always costly and 
logistically tricky) to conduct water quality assessments and do off-
site remediation. There is also strong potential for water-focused 
projects on campus, including rain gardens and replacing invasive 
landscaping with watershed-friendly native plants. Bringing in 
FOLKS volunteers to help students understand watershed systems, 
water quality, and shoreline erosion would be a natural next step, 
helping students see that what happens anywhere in this watershed 
ultimately impacts the lake.

What makes this program so meaningful is the way it all connects. 
From pollinators to compost, from litter to rainfall, students are 
beginning to understand that they are part of a larger system, that 
their actions matter. Whether designing pollinator water stations, 
sharing their work through school news, or asking deeper questions 
about the “why” behind each project, these students are developing 
real ownership and agency.

This kind of growth couldn’t have happened without a grant from 
FOLKS and KOBA. Your support is clearly making a difference in 
the lives of these students and in the future of our watershed.     

Note: Oconee Academy received a portion of the grant to develop a garden 
for bird habitat. They will also be a certified Green Steps school soon.

Lillian Ledford is the Oconee County 4-H Youth 
Development Agent with Clemson Cooperative 
Extension, where she helps young people 
discover new interests, build confidence, and 
develop leadership skills through hands-on 
learning experiences. With a professional 
background spanning archaeology, environmental 
education, and youth development, she is 
passionate about connecting people with the 
natural world and fostering curiosity at every 

age. Whether leading a cooking camp, exploring local ecosystems, 
or supporting youth-led projects, Lillian believes that meaningful 
experiences and caring communities help young people thrive. 


