
 

Smokies program aims to steer students toward 
career in ecological sciences  
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Tuesday, August 3, 2010  

GATLINBURG - Nine young men and women met early 
Monday in the still-quiet shade of the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park to learn more about the 
ecological diversity so painstakingly preserved here. 

As part of High School Volunteer Days, offered by the National Park Service, high school students 
and recent graduates came to the Sugarlands Visitor Center to help with research on the butternut 
tree, also known as the white walnut, which is being attacked by a fungus. 

The program, which started last year, was the last installment of an effort to help budding young 
scientists look into possible careers while also giving rangers a chance to impress the need for 
stewardship upon a new generation. 

"That's what we're trying to build with this program," said park ranger Emily Guss. "We're hoping to 
build a good work force for the future." 

The students Monday worked with several rangers and Amanda Parks, a graduate researcher from 
Purdue University, studying butternut trees and the cankers that threaten them. 

The cankers are a product of a fungal infection that can cause limb loss and eventual death. The 
fungus can leave large wounds in the trunks of the butternuts where the bark has melted away and 
sap can bleed out. 

Parks gave the students a crash course in tree identification, and then set about teaching them to 
measure and divide a large plot of the forest. "By measuring the size of the trees in a plot and doing 
core samples, the students can get a rough idea of the age of this particular part of the forest," said 
Parks. 

She added that the forest around Sugarlands was probably about 70 years old. 

During the summer-long program, Guss said the majority of the students she had seen had come 
back repeatedly to learn about the park's ecosystem. 



Natalie Terrazzino, a 13-year-old incoming freshman at Pigeon Forge High School, was on her 
second outing in the park with the program after moving to Sevier County early this summer. 

"This is definitely good for me, because it's something I'm interested in," said Terrazzino, who moved 
to the area from New Jersey partly because she wants to study biology at the University of 
Tennessee. 

High School Volunteer Days is a continuation of sorts of the "Parks as Classrooms" program started 
by Pi Beta Phi Elementary in Gatlinburg about two decades ago. 

The park has also introduced summer internships. 

Kayleigh Hansen, a Gatlinburg-Pittman High School student, spent the morning helping the students 
and rangers as part of her last week of the internship. 

"It's been awesome," Hansen said with a laugh. 

Ben Cannon is a freelance contributor to the News Sentinel. 
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