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For more than 15 years, four local groups have joined 
forces on CHC’s campus to ensure the city’s waterways 
remain clean and local students learn about ecology.

Although they surely aren’t aware of it, the macroscopic 

benthic invertebrates found in the Wissahickon Creek 

have been an integral part of a unique community 

collaboration responsible for teaching and inspiring hundreds of 

local schoolchildren.

Gathering these tiny organisms from the creek as it runs through 

campus and then identifying them is an ongoing process, but 

once a year – right around Earth Day in April – it turns into a 

group undertaking and educational opportunity unlike anything 

the 5th and 6th graders from John B. Kelly Elementary School in 

Germantown have ever experienced.

“The kids love it,” says 5th-grade science teacher Sheri Jefferson. 

“Once they can actually see in nature what they are learning about 

in the classroom, it makes it real to them. And it makes the prospect 

of going to college real when they see the campus. The students  

all come back ready to learn and with a greater awareness of  

their surroundings.”

“It’s great to see these students knowing they have another goal to 

reach for,” adds Gladys Snead, a former elementary school teacher 

in Philadelphia and volunteer with the Senior Environment Corps 

(SEC) that helps run the annual event.

SNAPSHOT DAY 

Nearly 20 years ago, the Pennsylvania Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP) organized Snapshot Day, in which 

various water quality monitoring programs from around the state 

gathered water samples, with results being sent to Harrisburg.  

The state DEP would then issue a report that was a snapshot of the 

health of the state’s waterways.
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Dottie Baumgarten, an educator with the Philadelphia Water Department, 
works with students on Snapshot Day. 
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Chestnut Hill College, under the guidance of Bob Meyer, Ph.D., 

professor of biology and environmental science, joined forces with 

the SEC at Center in the Park in Germantown in 2000. They all 

worked together and continued the Snapshot Day tradition when 

Harrisburg discontinued it a few years later.

Leading up to the event, representatives from the SEC meet with the 

students at their school to prepare them for their day at the creek. 

The seniors assign classwork focused on watersheds, the urban and 

natural water cycle and the importance of clean drinking water.

“The students get to see firsthand in the creek what we showed 

them in the practice labs in the days before,” says Fred Lewis, an 

SEC member. “Additionally, by working as a team, the students are 

learning through the experience and its useful information they can 

take back to their classrooms and their families, such as the lab on 

clean drinking water. That’s something we can all relate to.”

The Center in the Park Community Center promotes positive aging 

and fosters community connections for older adults in Northwest 

Philadelphia with an active membership of more than 5,000. 

And the Senior Environment Corps, a group within the center, is 

committed to the health of the area’s environmental resources and 

needed a better lab in which to do advanced testing.

Early on, Meyer realized working with them was a good way to 

connect with the community and he appreciated the seniors’ respect 

for water safety and the single-minded way they go about their work. 

“They are assiduous,” says Meyer. “Every month, 10 months out 

of the year, they come here with water samples and we run them 

through and check for E.coli bacteria in the Monoshone Creek and 

Saylor’s Grove wetlands area — part of the Monoshone Watershed — 

not just on Snapshot Day.”

Then the samples are sent to the Philadelphia Water Department, so 

they are double-tested, and the agency’s results most often align with 

those attained at the College.

The partnership between the College and the Corps has been 

beneficial for all involved, providing the latter with the lab 

Above: Bob Meyer, Ph.D., explains details of water testing.  
 
Opposite: Drew Brown points out geographical areas of interest. 
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facilities they need and contacts with regional environmental 

groups for Meyer and the College. Currently, he sits on the 

education subcommittee for the Wissahickon Valley Watershed 

Association because of the alliance.

Another arm of this collaboration is the Water Department 

itself. Drew Brown, an environmental engineer who has been the 

department’s Manager of Public Education Programs for more than 20 

years, has joined the Snapshot Day work at CHC for at least a decade.

“Normally, we run an activity with these macroscopic organisms,” he 

explains. “We can see them wiggling and can pick them out with 

tweezers. The students do this within seconds and use magnifying 

glasses to match the organisms with pictures and they can say, ‘in 

this sample, we have so many of this classification and so many of 

that classification.’

“Based on which ones we find, we can say the creek is very clean, 

more-or-less clean or not clean,” says Brown.

This year’s testing found a lot of bugs that need more-or-less clean 

water and some that like only very clean water, which Brown 

considers a success.

“These are real things that people do for work,” he says. “It’s a 

quick way in the field to get an answer if the stream is a viable 

habitat, and it is what people are doing all over the country. I let 

the students know that at the end of the day.”

Brown is grateful for the collaborative relationship Meyer has  

built with the department and calls the campus the “perfect  

place to work.”

“When I meet high school students looking for a specific 

college program, I refer them to Bob without hesitation. 

He knows his stuff and works well with young people,” 

says Brown. “I have a great respect for Chestnut Hill 

College, and it’s a great privilege to be involved there 

— to let young people know that science is a potential 

career and to learn about the Water Department.”

MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Biology majors in environmental science, forensic 

biology and molecular biology, in addition to the general 

biology degree, have often found internships and jobs 

thanks to these contacts. The positive role modeling 

and experiential education they receive is invaluable. 

In addition, CHC students participate in poster 

presentations at the Schuylkill Watershed Congress 

hosted by Montgomery County Community College every spring.

“They present to governmental agencies, companies that do 

landscaping and grassroots environmental organizations,” says 

Meyer. “I don’t see any other undergrads there.”

Meyer says the ongoing four-way collaboration and the day’s 

experience is all about making connections.

“You want them to walk away with a sense that you can’t pluck one 

string without another string vibrating over here,” he says. “That’s 

what ecology is all about. Things that are connected to other 

things. If they can walk away with that, we’ve done our job.” 

Once they can actually see in nature what 
they are learning about in the classroom, 
it makes it real to them. And it makes the 
prospect of going to college real when they 
see the campus. The students all come 
back ready to learn and with a greater 
awareness of their surroundings.  
 
— Sheri Jefferson, 5th grade science teacher 
at the John B. Kelly Elementary School




