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Sirel White hikes in Utah.
Photography by Gregory L. Jones
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T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N E W  O R L E A N S  O F F I C I A L  M A G A Z I N E

By Jessica Ann Llanes

Lava tubes, hoodoos and Upheaval Dome sound 
more like landscape features of an alien planet than 
the sandstone deserts of Utah, but to high school 
students taking part in UNO’s summer geoscience 
field trip, they are just as exotic.

“The trip out West is such a new experience for 
most of the students—a life-changing experience,” 
says Dinah Maygarden, who has been coordinating 
the program since 2006 and involved since 1997. 
“We had a sandstorm down at Rainbow Rocks near 
Moab. That went into the 
kids’ journals.”

Twice each summer, 
UNO offers juniors and 
seniors from high schools 
nationwide the chance 
to study either geology in 
the Wyoming and Utah 
wilderness or environ-
mental ecology in the 
coastal wetlands of south 
Louisiana.

Both field trips are part of 
a minority education re-
cruitment program established by UNO’s earth and 
environmental sciences department. The goal of the 
program is to encourage high school students from 
backgrounds under-represented in the earth sciences 
to gain experience “in the field” with experts and 
industry professionals.

Last year’s Louisiana field trip, which drew students 
from as far away as Pennsylvania, coincided with 
the BP oil spill. Students had the opportunity to 
interact with BP spokespeople and witness cleanup 
efforts firsthand at UNO’s Shea Penland Coastal Edu-
cation and Research Facility at Chef Menteur Pass.

“After the oil spill happened, Dinah was getting text 
messages from former students who were watching 
it unfold,” says Heather Egger, a fellow program 
coordinator. “They were interested and asking ques-
tions.” She says the spill also has drawn increased 
interest in the program from potential students 
outside Louisiana.

Lou Fernandez, former chair of UNO’s geology 
department, received a National Science Founda-
tion grant to develop the program in 1974, and it 
begins its 37th year this June. It is designed to be 
not just a field trip, but hopefully the starting point 

for lifelong exploration. Recent program expansions 
include scholarships, tutors and mentoring support.

“I do believe that the program is building character 
and also stewardship—a stewardship for the home 
state of Louisiana but also the country, learning about 
your home and keeping it with you,” explains Egger.

Several students who take part in the program re-
turn the following year or join later trips as mentors. 
Others have siblings who participated in field trips 

of years past. Many go on 
to pursue earth and envi-
ronmental science degrees 
at UNO.

“When we start out, we 
ask them what they want 
to be when they grow 
up. Most say doctors 
or lawyers … because 
that is what they know,” 
Maygarden says. “So one 
of the things we try to get 
them to understand is 
that there are jobs in the 
earth sciences—and some 

of them are really well paid.”

Sirel White, now a senior geophysicist at ExxonMo-
bil, was recruited into the field trip program as a 
mentor. Although his undergraduate study was in 
engineering (’00), his decision to pursue a master’s 
in geology (’06) was heavily influenced by his field 
trip experiences.
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Students at Avery Island. Photography by Jessica Ann Llanes
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“It opened my eyes to geology,” White explains. “A 
lot of these kids may not have gone to college at all 
without the perspective these field trips provide. 
Even if they don’t pursue geology, it gives them the 
motivation to prioritize higher education.”

The program is the first and longest continuously 
running of its kind, not just at UNO, but in the 
nation. Its success has made it a national model for 
designing similar science programs elsewhere. 

“The summer program help put UNO’s geoscience 
department on the map,” explains Laura Serpa, 
who was involved with the program from 1989 until 
2006 and spent more than 20 years teaching geology 
at UNO. She says the University graduates more 
under-represented, particularly African American, 
students in the earth sciences than any other U.S. 
institution.

“When I started [in 1989], only about 3 percent 
of the students at UNO were black and virtually 
none in the sciences. By the time I left, 40 percent 

of the geology department was black—almost all of 
them had been in the summer program,” Serpa says. 
“New Orleans is ahead of the curve—working with 
minorities and getting students into the sciences.”

Now a geology professor at The University of 
Texas at El Paso, Serpa has once again rejoined the 
program as part of a collaborative effort by UNO, 
UTEP, San Francisco State and Purdue. The effort 
is supported by a four-year, $400,000 NSF grant that 
begins its second year this summer. 

The future of the program, however, remains 
uncertain. When initial funding disappeared, the 
program was subsidized with private donor and 
industry-sponsored support, including help from 
ExxonMobil, Chevron and Shell Oil. Sponsors 
donate more than money. Guides like ExxonMobil 
geologist Gregory L. Jones, who has been involved 
in the program since 1995, and recent addition Ivan 
Gill, a science education coordinator at UNO, also 
donate time recruiting and teaching students on the 
field trips.
 
“There is some concern about getting stable fund-
ing to continue to do this over the long term,” says 
Serpa. “It really brings students into the field, into 
the sciences, and minorities in particular. That is 
what we say we are trying to accomplish, to bring 
kids into the sciences.” S

If you are interested in becoming involved with the program as 
a donor, mentor or volunteer or know a high school student who 
might want to participate, visit http://ees.uno.edu/map/ for 
more information.

Students hike in southern Utah.  Photography by Gregory L. Jones

Heather Egger and students near Chef Menteur Pass.
Photography by Jessica Ann Llanes




