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Fort Worth, Keller students work to save their schools' greenery
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FORT WORTH -- Time after time, senior Omar Valadez pushed the wheelbarrow loaded with dirt across the lawn of Arlington Heights High School. 

Using shovels and hoes, about a dozen classmates spread out the soil to create a watering system that they hope will help save a dying live oak. 

While the physical effort wasn't exactly what Valadez was expecting when he signed up for agriculture classes, the 17-year-old said he hopes that the project saves the big tree. 

"I thought this class would be like simple tests, but it's hard work here," Valadez said. "That's OK, though. It is interesting doing this." 

Students and others on campus are working to save about 15 of the school's cedar elm, live oak and red oak trees that are struggling in the drought. 

Because many trees on the campus had leaves turning brown and falling well before normal, Principal Jason Oliver worried that the school would lose them. 

So he consulted Courtney Blevins, a forester with the Texas Forest Service in Fort Worth whose son attends the school. 
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"Everyone knows it's been a long terrible, terrible drought," Oliver said. "Working on the trees fits into the curriculum and helps instill pride in the kids as they work to keep their campus beautiful and keep the trees alive." 

Blevins suggested a watering system similar to what's used for newly planted trees. A basin is created around the tree so water can seep into the root. 

Compounding the drought is the foot traffic on the lawn since the west Fort Worth campus opened in 1937, Blevins said. 

"You have about 80 years of people walking around, and that's going to compact the soil," Blevins said. "Pore spaces are real important for holding water, but a lot of them disappear with that kind of traffic so the soil can't hold water very well. It's almost like concrete." 

Linsey Fowler, who teaches horticulture and other agriculture classes, said working on saving the trees helps emphasize the real-world applications of the courses. The Fort Worth district has revamped career-oriented "Gold Seal" programs, and one at Heights focuses on agriculture and horticulture. 

Much of the students' efforts are focused on the front side of the school, which faces Interstate 30. Blevins said the highly visible location would make tree loss significant for the community. 
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"It's a very attractive school, and a large part of that character is the trees," he said. "Even people who don't notice trees would notice if they weren't there." 

Other area schools have also come up with creative ways to pursue learning and community service as a result of the drought. 

In Keller, for example, students at Hidden Lakes Elementary School are helping through the "Save Our Shrubs" program. 

Every Monday and Wednesday, students water the autumn sage, Indian Hawthorn and other plants at the school's outdoor learning center. Teachers talk about the drought and how watering by hand is more efficient than using sprinklers. 

"They'll die without water," third-grader Cammy Rogers said. "Plants give us oxygen." 

Back at Heights, Fowler and her students hope to make a difference. 

"We should be able to save a good deal of them but, in all likelihood, some might not be saved," Fowler said. 

Freshman Summer Smith wasn't exactly dressed for yardwork this week. But even in a beige silk blouse, she didn't shy away from the work. 

"I was kind of excited about doing this, and then I remembered it was picture day," she said, trying to keep a mound of dirt from flattening. "I didn't want to be a drama queen, so I decided I'd do it. But it's cool that we get to go outside and do this kind of work." 
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