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Arecibo, Puerto Rico – For the past several years, a teaching colleague of mine, Dave, has been my partner in organizing field trips for approximately 15-20 science students from our high school to visit destinations to learn about various aspects of science.  Lately we have been flying from Virginia to Arizona on odd-numbered years, and to Puerto Rico on the even-numbered.  
The trips usually take place during the break in late January between first and second semesters so that we miss little, if any, class time.  This year, for example, we left on the morning of a teacher workday on the last Friday in January at the end of the first semester, and returned late on the following Tuesday, missing only one day of school.  While in Arizona, we typically visit the large concentration of telescopes atop Kitt Peak, and actually work for an evening with the resident astronomers.  We also tour the wonderful outdoor Arizona- Sonoran Desert Museum, the Physics department at the University of Arizona, and then drive north to visit the Grand Canyon.  Weather permitting, we usually hike part way down the Bright Angel Trail.
Our itinerary in Puerto Rico always includes a visit to the world’s largest radio telescope here in Arecibo.  The students find it particularly fascinating because we are always given a behind-the-scenes tour by the director or one of his scientists.  You may have seen this facility sometime in the past during a movie, as it was featured in Contact with Jodie Foster and the James Bond flick, Goldeneye.  We also take an evening boat ride out of La Parguera to experience the very rare bioluminescence in a nearby bay.  The highlight for most is our visit to El Yunque National Forest, the only tropical rain forest in the U.S. National Forest system, where we hike down a trail to swim in a pool below a fabulous waterfall.  We also spend an evening in Old San Juan and view the famous 16th century fort, El Morro, and other splendid buildings lining the narrow streets.
When Dave (who teaches Astronomy) and I assemble these tours, we have to begin planning in early September in order to purchase bargain prices early, particularly on the airlines.  For this trip, we were able to obtain round-trip air non-stop from Dulles Airport (outside DC) to San Juan, 4 nights of hotel accommodations, rental cars, gas, tolls, and entrance fees for only $590 a student!  The only other expense for the parents is the food for their child.  Most students who have gone on these trips have considered the adventure to be one of the highlights of their high school years.
If you have never traveled with a gaggle of teens for several days, let me give you a few insights.  First of all, it is not the bladder of the girls which limits the length of travel in a car.  It is the bottomless pit of the stomachs of the boys.  These fellows can put away enormous amounts of food, and within two hours, be hungry again.   Whereas some of the girls seem to be adverse to food, these guys eat and eat and eat.  Also you should be prepared for occasional screams from the girls exclaiming, “That’s my favorite song!”  One girl actually yelled this 4 times in two hours, presumably each time for a different song.  They are not responding to something on the radio [XM satellite, of course], but rather the ubiquitous iPhone/iPod which essentially every teen now owns.  As they drive along, they share earphones to listen to each other’s music.  Do not expect these teens to be enthralled by any view, no matter how unusual or dramatic, out the window of the van, because, trust me on this, they are not looking.

We also do our best to ensure that there are no cliques in operation during our trips, as we have different combos of students each day in our vans – the combos selected by Dave or myself.  We do our best to encourage them to get to know one another.  Surprisingly, we have had few disciplinary incidents during our travels.  Most of students over the years have been members of our Science Honor Society or have been in our respective classes.  Several years ago, we did have two young men on a trip to Key West who were not our students and who were not in the Honor Society.  Unfortunately, they chose to sneak out of their motel rooms and obtain beer, which they then quickly consumed.  Even more unfortunately for them and their parents, we caught them and sent them home on a plane the next morning out of Miami at their parent’s expense.  But this was an anomaly.  Most of the students are great, and we enjoy them as much as they seem to enjoy the trips.
In fact, it is very encouraging to spend such a concentrated period with the youth of our country.  We see them, of course, on a daily basis in our classrooms, but on these trips we have the opportunity to observe them in an entirely different setting.  Our conclusion is that our future seems to be in good hands.

I thought you might like to know.
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