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New Foundation

Introduces Students
To Oceanography

By ELISE R. HUGUS

Robert M. Reynolds is a man

on a mission. He spends his days meeting with Woods Hole scientists, college professors, and high school teachers trying to connect students with marine science through his nonprofit

organization, the Zephyr Education Foundation.

Reflecting back on his summer job collecting animal samples for the Marine Biological Laboratory in the early 1970s,Mr. Reynolds said that experience inspired him to extend the opportunity to more young people. Last year, he founded Zephyr, chartering the R/V Freedom

from Patriot Party Boats to

take students from grades 7 to the college level out on “marine science literacy” expeditions in Vineyard Sound. More than 300

students from the Boston area

and the South Shore took part

in the program in 2009, and he is shooting for 500 this year.
 “With some kids, it’s hard for them to relate to climate change. The marine biology aspect and going out in boats helps kids make the connections to science. It’s an incredibly eye-opening, meaningful experience for them,” he said.

While on the boat, students

take a benthic dredge of the sea floor, often coming up with dozens of starfish or sea urchins. They also tow a fine-mesh net for plankton, which they take back to observe under a microscope in the classroom. The types of

animals the students find vary

with the seasons, a lesson in itself that can be shared through Zephyr’s online database, Mr. Reynolds said.

The rest of the day is filled with hands-on lessons in marine ecology, from a tour of the Marine Resource Center at the MBL, the Core Lab at WHOI, the collecting

tanks at the Woods Hole Aquarium, or a walk through the Great Sippewissett Marsh with Zephyr education 

coordinator Amy Wright. The students learn how scientists at the MBL are using starfish to research regenerative

biology, how nutrients and pollutants are cycled through the marsh ecosystem, and how sediment cores can tell the natural history of the shoreline. 
The program also helps scientists with funding from the National Science Foundation fulfill the public outreach requirement of their grant, Mr. Reynolds said.

He works with the scientists to develop their research into a lesson plan, which Zephyr then modifies for different grade levels. For example, Zephyr has worked with Woods Hole Oceanographic

Institution biologist Rebecca

Gast to apply her research

on Arctic phytoplankton in Vineyard Sound. Through this lesson, Mr. Reynolds said the students learn about the scientific method, and how climate change and

ocean acidification can impact the food chain.

By performing the science

themselves, and getting to handle animals they may have never seen before, Mr. Reynolds said he hopes that students will gain an appreciation for the importance of science—and the need for the government to fund it. “Not all these kids will be scientists, but they’ll all be voters,” he said.

So far, he said, the feedback

from students has been tremendous. His inbox is flooded with messages of thanks—and inquiries

into getting an internship in

Woods Hole. 
Though not a scientist by training, Mr. Reynolds has worked in oceanography for the last 30

years. In 1973, after graduating with a degree in history from Princeton University, he was hired by EG&G, which had offices 

in Woods Hole at the time.

He traveled to South America

and the Antarctic, taking marine measurements for EG&G, before moving on to become the general manager, and later co-owner, of ORE International, an underwater

acoustic instrumentation engineering firm. ORE International’s oceanographic line is now run by Edgetech Corporation of West Wareham. 
With Zephyr, the main obstacle is funding, Mr. Reynolds said. Many public schools, including Falmouth High School, cannot afford the $400 price tag

for the field trip. To help bring costs down, Mr. Reynolds said he is busy fundraising this winter,

and working with scientists to

include the trip as part of their public outreach.

One of the priorities of both

WHOI and MBL is to encourage more minorities in the fields of oceanography and marine science.

To this end, Zephyr is working with schools in New Bedford and Roxbury with higher percentages of minority students, as well as an English Language Learning class from Newton, Mr. Reynolds said.

“I get a lot out of seeing how

we can have a positive impact on students,” he said. “I want them to see that it’s never too early to think about a career in science.”

