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I have lived close to the Missouri River my entire life.  It is a beautiful waterway/recreational area where my family and friends have enjoyed countless hours during the summer.  As a child, my class would take field trips to the local dam where we learned all the positive aspects those dams bring to South Dakota.  As an adult, I have taken my children to the three other dam sites in South Dakota to show them the awesome power these sites provide as well as the beauty of the entire structure.  When I thought of the dams, I was never aware of any negativity associated with their construction.  One summer, however, I stayed with my brother in Missouri.  This was my first experience with people that held an opposing view to their construction, and the control that South Dakota held over the Missouri River.  Since then, I have been aware of others that oppose the dams.  While I was researching for this project, I have found more and more opposition to the structures that I had always felt were such a positive for South Dakota.

Many of the students I teach have lived right next to the river their entire lives.  When they see the Missouri, they also think of the summer time activities that it provides, and the tourism that it brings into this area of the state.  However, some of my students are Native Americans, and although they might enjoy some of those same summer activities that their classmates enjoy, they are aware of other negative aspects that the dams bring to their lives and culture.  The activity that I am planning to initiate in my classroom would be for the students to research the Missouri River.  I do not just want the history behind the Missouri, but I want them to research the controversy associated with the dam industry.  I want them to do an in depth study of the river in the area by taking samples of water and water levels to get the whole picture of the Missouri River not just their opinions on what the river means to them.  I would like the students to pick their research topic on something meaningful to them.  It could be a small group project, or if the scope of the project is difficult then an entire class could work on this together.  Some of the proposed topics could include the negative and positive effects the river brings to the area and the students’ role to inform, or the changes in the river caused by erosion and possible correction to the problem.  These are just two of the possible suggestions, but I think that the students may make these general topics more specific and meaningful when they become more involved with the research process.

To accomplish these tasks, the students will be able to find a plethora of information on the internet.  There are articles upon articles about the river and positive and negative feelings about the containment of the river.  We are fortunate with other resources as well.  One of the dams in South Dakota is about 25 miles away from the town.  This is the Big Bend Dam.  The Corp of Engineers maintains this facility, and a local office is easily accessible to the students for questioning or printed data.  We are also located near two Indian Reservations where many vocal opponents to the construction of the dams reside.  The Soil Conservation office is another office that could provide great information as well as the local court house.   These sites should provide historical data in which the students could find the natural path of the river and its altered course.  Other computer resources could be maps such as Google Earth which contains an interesting and somewhat three-dimensional view of the Missouri River and its surrounding area.

When the students decide on their topic, they could make some meaningful connection with many of their neighbors as well as other members of the community.  They would be interviewing numerous individuals both young and old to find out views on the Missouri River.  They would also be using technical documents to coordinate efforts on finding a variety of information.  They would be using the information we used in class and demonstrating to the public that they have mature ideas and know-how to research complex situations.  Some of these relationships may help them to make contacts for future employment or to direct their education towards this type of employment if they enjoyed the subject material. 
Because of the written and face-to-face correspondence this type of project would entail, many of the Communication standards that the state sets up would be met with this type of project.  These would include creating appropriate documents, revising those documents, analyzing from multiple sources according to different perspectives, and recognizing the influence of demographics on the response by a variety of audiences.   The students would also be applying many of the computer standards and, depending on their topic of research, science standards would also apply to this project.
As I myself delve deeper into this research, I tend to think differently about the river with all the complexities that the waterway brings, and I may no longer have that child’s view of the dams in South Dakota.  My students may also have the same feeling about a place that they, too, may have spent endless hours enjoying.  But however complex the situation may be, when I drive over the hill on the Interstate and I catch my first glimpse of the Missouri River, it is an awe inspiring beauty that cannot always be described with mere words.  
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