Jennifer Bleidl
Nov. 20, 2002
Michigan Water Testing
A Lake Experience

I had the unique opportunity this semester to travel to Michigan for a weekend to
test the water of Diamond Lake in Cass County. Water testing is very beneficial to the
people that live near and around the lake. Not only does the testing provide them with
information about their environment, but it can make them aware of problems that could
be detrimental to their health if not detected in time. I chose to go on this trip because I
thought it would be a rare opportunity to gain some knowledge and also to help the
people of Michigan. Before going on the trip, my partners and I were told that we were
going to do some basic tests on the lake, and then a few chemical tests back at the
advisor’s cabin. I was a bit nervous, considering the fact that I have never been an A-plus
science student, but I was willing to encounter the new experience and face the daunting
science tasks. However, I didn’t anticipate the interest that I would take in the scientific
procedures and the enjoyable experience that I would have.
The trip began in the Triton parking lot at 6 a.m. on a Saturday morning. My three
classmates and I gathered around the station wagon that would take us three hours north.
Armed with muffins and juice, we headed out with Dr. Gardner, her friend Phil, and her
daughter CJ. The car ride was uneventful, for my three partners in crime were silent the
whole way there. However, I am not one to keep my mouth shut, and I was also very
curious about what we were going to be doing for the next two days. I probably drove Dr.
Gardner crazy with my incessant questions, but I was very interested. I asked her a lot
about her background, how she got into the science field, and what other types of jobs she
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had. She responded to my interrogation with extreme patience, and before I knew it, we
were stopping off at a rest area just inside the border of Michigan. After using the
facilities, we explored the rest stop building which was extremely busy that morning.
There were volunteers from an apple company handing out samples, which the four of us
took extreme interest in. Equipped with our pickle-and-apple food bags and excessive
amounts of Michigan brochures, we drove the remaining sixty minutes to our destination.
We were heading to a man’s cabin on the edge of Diamond Lake. The man had
met Dr. Gardner previously and was intrigued by her knowledge of environmental safety
and water quality. He asked her to perform some routine tests to ensure that the residents
were doing everything they possibly could to preserve and maintain the water they were
living near. He was under the assumption that the lake had never been tested before, and
although he knew that the water was not in serious jeopardy of being hazardous to the
citizens of Cass County, he wanted to know what could happen in the future and what the
people should look out for.
We pulled up in the garage area and began to unload all of our equipment. As we
made our way down to the water’s edge, we were introduced to the man and his wife.
Both retired, they lived on the lake and had jet skis, two pontoons, and a speedboat. As
my classmates and I looked at the impressive homes and possessions that everyone on the
lake seemed to own, Dr. Gardner got the details of the lake. We packed all of our
paraphernalia into the pontoon and set off, with Phil driving.
We had previously decided that we would try to test at least six, possibly seven
stations on the lake. After arriving at the first one, Dr. Gardner quickly explained the
functions of the pieces of equipment and how to use them. Our first impressions of the
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equipment were humorous. The “technical” instruments were nothing more than a rake
attached to a rope, a trap-like metal apparatus also attached to a rope, a black and white
disk attached to a rope, some jars and bottles with unusual names, a tube with wiffle balls
and rubbery ropes connected to it, and common, everyday thermometers. The only
technological devices that we used were a Dissolved Oxygen Meter, which measured the
amount of available oxygen in the water, and a range finder, which told us our exact
location on the lake. Even though the implements were rather commonplace, we learned
that these simple gadgets were all we needed to collect sufficient data for the water
quality testing. The bottles were used for collecting samples of water from the bottom
and the top of the lake, which we would need to bring back to Dr. Gardner’s cabin to do
more testing. The rake collected samples of the plants growing along the bottom of the
lake. The metal trap gathered sand samples, and the black and white disk showed the
depth of the lake at certain points.
We all watched carefully and recorded the data from the first site, then proceeded
to delegate the responsibilities between us all and continued to the next site. After
completing the tests for our first site, we all got the general idea of the testing and became
more comfortable with it. We switched off roles and took turns with the different pieces
of equipment. We became “experts” in our respective roles, and the testing occurred
more and more rapidly. We were careful to mark everything we had collected, and
package up the samples for later testing. Even after taking a break for lunch, we had
enough time to test the seven sites. Because we caught on so quickly, we had time to
perform some extra tasks like kayaking into an inlet, rescuing some chairs that had fallen
off the pier into the lake, and collecting snails.
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We were all impressed with the elaborate homes that were around the lake. They
ranged from modest, small little quarters, to glassed-in mansions with built-in pools. We
saw floating trampolines, jet skis, wave runners, and sculptures in the residents’
backyards. When we turned into an inlet in the lake to collect some water-plants, we
discovered that one of the inhabitants even had his own private beach leading out into the
lake. While we were out on the lake, we saw a lot of people fishing, boating, and just
enjoying the sun. After waving to boatloads of people, we realized that these were the
people that we were providing a service for. We saw how everyone on and around the
lake wanted to help keep the lake beautiful and we were proud to be doing this testing for
them.
We were all sad when our fun boating expedition had to end, but we still had a lot
of work to do before resting that night. We drove the boat back to the man’s house and
packed all of our equipment back into the station wagon. After saying goodbye and
taking some pictures, we headed to Dr. Gardner’s cottage. From the way she was saying
“cottage” and telling us that her place was nothing compared to the beautiful homes we
had seen that day, I began to expect a shack stuck in the middle of the woods. However, I
was pleasantly surprised when I fist glimpsed the house. It can be called a house, because
that is exactly what it looks like. It has two levels, and is equipped with two bathrooms,
bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room, etc. There was even a deck that led out to the yard
where there was a creek and a woodpile.
After grabbing some snacks and drinks, we delved right back into our work. We
unpacked all of the samples and some new equipment that we would need to be using.
This was the first time I was feeling like I was going to be entirely oblivious as to what
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we were doing, because I learned that we would be using chemicals and (finally)
technical instruments. I think Dr. Gardner realized that we were all a little overwhelmed
with the appearance of these new testing materials, so she started us out on a simple and
fun activity: sifting through the sand samples. We needed to take out any living
organisms like snails, and then feel the sand between our fingers to determine if it was
clay-like, gritty, etc. We then used some biology books to identify the living organisms
that were collected, which was also very interesting. Finally we got to the intimidating
tests. However, as my comrades and I quickly realized, these tests took no more getting
used to than the tests on the boat. The equipment might have been a little threatening, but
we were quick to learn the procedures and reasoning behind those tests as well. In spite
of this, I found this aspect of the trip the most challenging and fascinating,
Not only did we have to collect the samples and run the tests, but we also had to
interpret the data we collected into scientific meanings and then translate those findings
into laymen’s terms. This meant that there would be no easy, mechanized, supervised
collecting and then our jobs would be over. Before the day was done, we had learned
about the different invader species of plants and animals that could be detrimental to a
lake’s existence. We learned about the different consistencies of sand and what that
meant the lake was lacking or having an abundance of. We learned of the different
chemicals that are needed in certain amounts, and what the presence of certain chemicals
could mean for the residents’ actions and lifestyles. I gained such a wealth of information
that I began to relate what I learned on the boat and at the cabin to my own lifestyle. I
began to ask myself about the bodies of water in my own area and how those waters
affected me.
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Finally, our work was over and we all headed inside to decide what we wanted to
do for dinner. The collective agreement was to go to Applebee’s; there wasn’t much of a
selection, since we were in the middle of corn fields. At Applebee’s we couldn’t all sit
together in one booth, so the kids sat in one and the adults sat in another. In between our
two booths was a group of older adults that lived in the area. We ended up talking to
them and found out that they also lived near a lake a little further past Diamond Lake.
When they found out we were college students doing water quality testing, they became
very interested and asked us a lot of questions. They kept thanking us for doing work like
we were doing, and then they asked what they needed to do to get their lake tested. That
was when I realized that that was exactly how we got the job in the first place: word of
mouth. I also began to appreciate more the work that we had been doing. It actually
meant something to these people for us to be doing this. Not only had we had a lot of fun,
but we were really helping the people of Michigan.
Furthermore, I began to comprehend something about myself. I had always
avoided science because I never fully understood it, but now that I had found a field of
science that I could actually identify with and understand, it intrigued me. Not only did I
begin to like science, but I also could appreciate the workings of science in everyday life.
There were so many things happening around me that involved science that I had been
ignorant to, but the exposure that the trip gave me opened my eyes. That night, for the
first time since the trip had started, I shut up. Everyone else may have been watching a
movie before going to bed, but I was sitting there in a world of my own. I was in awe of
that fact that one day had changed my entire outlook on things, and I kept thinking about
how science genuinely affects everyone on the entire planet everyday. I felt like I wanted
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to be a part of those effects. After exploring one tiny aspect of science, it definitely
whetted my appetite to learn more.
The next day, after breakfast and some general clean-up around the cottage, we
packed up and traveled back home. The entire way back, I interviewed Dr. Gardner about
different career paths in environmental science and what jobs are available to people in
the field. I asked question after question about everything else I did not know that she
did. I came to see that this type of science gives a person experiences that they would
never had if they had a different kind of job. Dr. Gardner knows so much about the way
things work, and why certain things happen, and everything that is going on around us,
and most of it is because of her career in the environmental field. That is one career path
that will never go away, because our environment is not going anywhere either. I would
definitely want to do something like this again, because I think it was a great experience,
and it taught me a lot of valuable information.
I believe that the Michigan water quality testing trip changed my entire
perspective on many things. Because I am undecided on a major, I am always looking for
career paths in the subjects that interest me. Also, the trip helped me overcome my “fear”
of science-related topics, and uncovered a new pursuit. This trip could have helped me in
my search for a career, but it definitely helped me realize that whatever I choose to do, I
want to be able to help people and enjoy my work.

