Youth release classroom-raised shad into Anacostia River
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Jaime Contreras, a sixth-grader at Laurel Elementary School, goes out into the water Friday to release a classroom-grown American shad into the Anacostia River in Bladensburg.

A group of excited Berwyn Heights Elementary School fourth-graders filled cups with small fish they had helped raise in their classroom and yelled, "Bye babies!" as they placed them into the Anacostia River.

The students joined hundreds from Prince George's County Schools who gathered Friday on the bank of the river in Bladensburg to release American shad fish in a regional effort to improve the health of the Chesapeake Bay and local water eco-systems.

Living Classrooms of the National Capital Region ran the month-long program, culminating with Friday's release, which engages students in restoring the population of American shad in local watersheds.

American shad eggs succumb to pollution more easily than the fish, outreach educator Brian Wilson said. The shad live in oceans but return to freshwater sources like the Anacostia and Potomac rivers to breed.

Students spent three weeks testing water quality of small hatcheries they had in their classrooms and then cared over the eggs for a week. The small fish hatched just days before their release.

The program initially began as a restoration project but students were soon incorporated into a partnership that benefits both the Chesapeake Bay and the students, Wilson said.

"Our project and the increase of shad in the Chesapeake have a positive correlation," Wilson said.

About 4,000 students from 53 schools in the Washington, D.C.-metropolitan area released shad into the Anacostia and Potomac rivers during this year's program.

While students released their shad into the river, an occasional piece of trash, like an empty beer can, floated by. Pre-school curriculum coordinator Theresa Dolan said it's important for students to see firsthand the river's pollution.

"They've developed a connection to the shad. [The pollution] makes more of an impact on them because of their connection," she said.

Berwyn Heights Elementary science coordinator Ellen Bastio said the project was meaningful for many students who come to the Bladensburg Waterfront Park, not far from the release site.

"It gives them a better sense that they're helping their community and local environment," she said.

The experience will likely leave a longer lasting impression on students than reading about the decreasing shad population in a book, Bastio said.

"There's just pure excitement in seeing something being born that they're responsible for taking care of," she said.

Students from elementary, middle and high schools from around the county and Washington, D.C., released shad at the Anacostia site throughout the day. Some Laurel Elementary School students said they were excited to help the environment.

"Even though we're fifth-graders, we can make a big difference," said fifth-grader Deanna Esan, 10, of Laurel. "It feels good. We did something to change the environment."
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