Agate Fossil Beds News Release

Agate Fossil Beds National Monument
301 River Road
Harrison, NE 69346

308-668-2211 or 436-9760
www.nps.gov/agfo

[image: AH_small_BW_a_pc]National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior



Release Date: February 2, 2015
Contacts:    Front Desk, agfo_ranger_activities@nps.gov, 308-436-9760








Agate Fossil Beds National Monument reaches students through Distance Learning!

Harrison, NE – Thanks to a cooperative effort between Nebraska State Educational Service Unit 13 (ESU), which encompasses the Nebraska Panhandle, and the Oregon Trail Museum Association (OTMA), park rangers at Agate Fossil Beds National Monument are able to provide educational programs near and far with the addition of a new video conferencing system.  Distance Learning is the name given to programs initiated at one location, and presented to a distant location via the Internet using a video conferencing system.  

ESU-13’s Technology Director BJ Peters was instrumental in obtaining this equipment.  Peters, with OTMA, applied for a grant that aims to improve distance learning in the rural areas in the 21 school districts in the Nebraska Panhandle.  Agate Fossil Beds National Monument will use this system to bring educational programs to Panhandle students and beyond.  OTMA’s Business Manager Jolene Kaufman was happy to assist.  “OTMA’s focus has been to provide educational interpretation at both Agate Fossil Beds & Scotts Bluff National Monuments since 1956” said Kaufman. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In late Fall of 2014 Peters delivered $10,000 video conferencing systems to both Agate Fossil Beds National Monument and Scotts Bluff National Monument.  Staff at Agate Fossil Beds spent the next month developing programs and getting used to using the equipment.  “Agate Fossil Beds is a unique National Park Service unit because it is not only a spectacular internationally significant paleontology site, but also relates cultural themes through the remarkable gifts of friendship between the Lakota chief Red Cloud and the rancher James Cook,” said Acting Superintendent AJ Legault.  “To be able to present our educational programs to schools across the country is a treasured opportunity”.  

Last Thursday Rangers Lil Mansfield and Maryann Neubert used this equipment to make presentations to two classes of third graders in Newfoundland, Pennsylvania without leaving park headquarters in Harrison, Nebraska.  The school had asked for a program about the American Indian artifacts in the Cook Collection; during each 45 minute session, the rangers showed many authentic items, demonstrated how some of them were made, and answered students’ questions.  In spite of the two thousand mile distance, the rangers were able to interact live with the children, ask questions, and educate them about park resources and ethnographic concepts.  One of the best parts: it was absolutely FREE!

As transportation costs have risen, schools have had to severely limit student field trips.  Although parks are willing to send rangers to schools, they are unlikely to travel great distances to offer educational programs.  Distance Learning allows park rangers to provide multiple programs in classrooms in many locations each day--without leaving the park.  Furthermore, this technology allows rangers to show exhibit items that are too fragile or unique to be removed from the park museum. 

Now, many schools and other community organizations in Nebraska and across the country are using this distance learning technology to connect their students with opportunities and concepts that have been previously impossible to experience due to budget, time, distance, weather or other factors that prevent a physical visit to a park.  Agate Fossil Beds National Monument has joined a growing number of National Park Service units across the country offering this educational service.

Agate Fossil Beds National Monument is located just 22 miles south of Harrison, or 34 miles north of Mitchell, Nebraska, on State Highway 29, then east on River Road for three miles to the visitor center. The visitor center is open from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. The park’s two trails are open from dawn to dusk. Admission is free.  For more information, go to www.nps.gov/agfo or visit Agate Fossil Beds on Facebook.
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EXPERIENCE YOUR AMERICA™
The National Park Service cares for special places saved by the American people so that all may experience our heritage.
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