Reel-world experience

Potomac River fishing tournament connects students with environment
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John Hanson Montessori School student Tyra Hudson (right), 12, of Clinton fishes with angler Ronald Zich on May 20 at National Harbor during the second annual Nation's River Bass Tournament. The event was organized for local students by the Living Classrooms Foundation, a Baltimore-based nonprofit that advocates educational enrichment using local and natural resources.
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More than 50 Prince George's students descended on National Harbor in Oxon Hill on May 20, many of whom took to boats in the Potomac River in hopes of catching the winning prize in the second annual Nation's River Bass Tournament.

It wasn't long after hopping in a boat and cruising along the shore line in northern Virginia that Tyra Hudson, 12, of Clinton found her big catch. From a distance, she could be seen fighting and pulling on her fishing rod as she reeled in a three-pound largemouth bass.

"It was scary because it was so big," said Tyra, who attends John Hanson Montessori School in Oxon Hill. She had never been on a boat before, let alone gone fishing.

Although the Potomac River is rated as the top fresh water fishery in the state, according to the Maryland Department of Natural Resources, representatives for the event's organizers, Baltimore-based Living Classrooms Foundation, said many local youth, like Tyra, have never been on the water.

The tournament and exhibition were meant to engage students who may not have access to environmental education, said Stephanie Blades, the foundation's chief of staff. Living Classrooms Foundation is a nonprofit that advocates educational enrichment using local and natural resources.

"We saw the growing need to get kids outside and connect them with the outdoors," she said. "Most of the kids have never fished before or been on a boat."

More than 300 students from throughout the Washington, D.C., metropolitan region participated in the tournament.

Teachers also said that offering students a chance to learn outdoors provides an excitement that often is lacking in a traditional classroom.

"We're just happy to see that students can see that learning goes far beyond the classroom," said Cindy Peil, a teacher at John Hanson who coordinated Living Classrooms in the school. "It's real life experience — it makes it more exciting."

During the tournament, each student was paired with one adult volunteer and one guide who assisted students as they set their hooks.

"Once [students] catch a fish they get real excited," said John Sisson of Brookeville, a guide on the tournament. "I did this last year, and the kids have a ball."

The winning bass — a five-pounder— was caught by Brennen Mayes, 14, of Upper Marlboro, who attends James Madison Middle School in Upper Marlboro.

Blades said all the students were winners, and each was given home fishing equipment and tackle boxes.

"It's more about bragging rights than a tangible prize — you want to be the one who caught the biggest fish," she said.

