
The aquaponics project was started this fall as 

part of a “Science and Society” class introduced 

by Charles Ireland, Sayre’s new principal. The 

goal is to use aquaponics systems to help stu-

dents connect their classroom experience with 

future educational and career opportunities. In 

an aquaponics system, fish are raised in tandem 

with plants; their waste contributes nutrients 

necessary for the plants to thrive.

So far, the students have built two aquaponics 

systems for their classroom. Using two 55-gallon 

fish tanks, they’re raising 19 tilapia. The tanks 

are connected to grow beds that hold bell pep-

per plants, chives, jalapenos and lettuce. When 

asked why the lettuce is yellow, the students ex-

plain that the soil is missing nutrients, mainly 

phosphorous. The systems have been helpful 

teaching tools for Curry. Classes, like those on 

the nitrogen cycle, are now a hands-on lesson. 

On Fridays, Curry takes her students to the 

Urban Food Lab at the Partnership Community 

Development Corporation (CDC) on 60th and 

Walnut, only a couple blocks away. There the 

students compare their classroom system with 

the CDC’s much larger one, tending seeds, mea-

suring plant growth and taking water samples. 

A thriving ecosystem for fish, plants  
and high school students   by liz pacheco

Super Ponics
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I
t’s 1 p.m. on a friday at W. L. Sayre High School in West Philadel-

phia. Elizabeth Curry’s science classes have finished for the day, but some 

students remain in her classroom talking about their new aquaponics 

systems.  ¶  “I thought the class was gonna stink. I wasn’t too excited,” says 

Aaliya, a junior, describing her initial reaction to the project. “I was happy, 

I like fish,” chimes in Sakinah, also a junior. “She likes worms,” interjects 

Curry. “When we first started, we had worms [and] she was saying, ‘I want 

to see the worms!’”
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Josh Brown, a 28-year-old Marine, recently found 

himself unemployed—a situation that’s all-too-

common for America’s veterans. Before being laid off 

from his job as an equipment delivery driver, Brown 

had thought about going back to school. However, 

he didn’t seriously consider the option until he talked 

with Dennis Rilling, a Marine Corps veteran who’s 

now program coordinator for Delaware Valley Col-

lege’s new Veteran Organic Farming Program. “You 

have one in three veterans unemployed right now,” 

says Riling, who graduated from DelVal with a hor-

ticulture degree last spring. But thanks to the Post-

9/11 GI Bill, school is now a more viable option for 

many veterans. DelVal is a Yellow Ribbon Program 

school, which means veterans are eligible to have 

100 percent of their tuition covered by the bill—plus 

a stipend for housing.  

Even with tuition covered, convincing veterans to 

enroll in traditional degree programs can be difficult. 

“Veterans are having a hard time transitioning into a 

college with a four-year degree,” says Riling. “A lot of 

guys can’t dedicate four years going back to school—

some have families, it’s a lot to take on.” With this in 

mind, DelVal designed the organic farming program 

to be only a year long. 

The 36-course specialization is offered in partner-

ship with the Rodale Institute, an organic farming 

research nonprofit. Students take courses in topics 

like animal science, organic crop science, integrated 

pest management and business plan development. 

During the summer semester, students will get 

hands-on experience at Rodale’s 333-acre farm in 

Kutztown, Pa. 

“As far as the program,” says Brown, “it’s just a 

great way for veterans to get involved in organic 

farming… to learn how to do it and what goes into it 

and then, reach out in the world and get a job.” After 

completing the program, students will be qualified 

for jobs in the food industry, with organizations such 

as the U.S. Department of Agriculture, or even start 

an organic farm. —Liz Pacheco

To learn more about the program, visit delval.edu

Swords Into Ploughshares
An organic farming program for returning veterans 

Curry is also planning a visit to Cheyney Uni-

versity, which has one of the largest aquaponics 

systems for basil. Eventually, she’d like to build a 

bigger system outside in a greenhouse to be used 

for year-round education. 

Despite some earlier apprehensions, the stu-

dents agree, Fridays are “100 percent better” 

since they started the project. And Curry con-

firms this. “[Student] attendance is actually bet-

ter than it is on other days of the week,” she says. 

For now, there isn’t much produce, but any 

that's grown will be sold at farmers markets 

and donated to food cupboards along with the 

harvest from Sayre's garden. The garden is part 

of University of Pennsylvania’s Urban Nutrition 

Initiative. However, as part of the class, students 

are creating business plans for their products. 

Some want to sell to restaurants, others want 

to donate to the community or start their own 

CSA. The intention for the program is to give 

students the experience and encouragement to 

W.L. Sayre High School, 5800 Walnut Street . To learn more about  
Cheyney University's aquaponics program, visit cheyney.eduGET INVOLVED

pursue education and careers in sustainability.

“Just seeing them become actual students…

engaged and actually interested in what they’re 

learning and apply it to something has been 

interesting to watch as a teacher,” says Curry. 

“I’ve been here for four years and [until now] 

we haven’t had a program that makes them feel 

invested in their own education.”
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