
 

 

 
 
 
Meisel Reflection 2019: Katie McCreary 
 

For the past 15 months I have lived and worked at Wolf Ridge Environmental Learning 

Center in Finland, Minnesota. I have been teaching young people about the natural world, 

learning what it means to be a community member (in a staff dorm, a small town and a non-

profit organization), examining Environmental Education through graduate courses and 

adventuring a ton. The following is a reflection I wrote last May to process the year and think 

about the ways I have grown. I think it also serves as a wonderful reflection on being a Meisel 

Scholar and offers a window into my world last year. Enjoy! 

 
I love maps. I love looking at them, creating them, and connecting memories to them. 

For my final reflection I chose to create an annotated map with a collection of comments, 

stories, lessons, memories and photos from the year. The numbers on the map correspond to 

writing or photos in this document. Some numbers are accompanied only by a few words or a 

sentence while others have a short story attached. The numbers go in chronological order of my 

experiences this year...approximately. I had a lot of fun creating this and I hope you enjoy 

reading it! 

 

1.  I glanced through the spider web to my peers on the other side. Four of us left, I thought 

to myself. Three of us left. Then there were only two and it was my turn next. I sighed and 

prepared myself for the leap.  

 My experiences with team games before this had been less than awesome. At Eagle 

Bluff in 5th grade, our naturalist stormed out of a team games class because she was so 

frustrated with our lack of team skills. Every summer for six years at summer camp we did team 

building exercises like the wall, trust falls, etc. I was usually the one to fall off the log and ruin 

the team’s progress which led to a great deal of hostility from my teammates. When I saw team 

games on the training schedule and learned that not only would I need to participate in three 



 

 

hours of it but also learn to facilitate groups of kids in these activities I was immediately 

nervous.  

 It was the second day of training and I was still feeling anxious about this new place and 

timid around my new peers. I hoped that we would succeed in these exercises but I was nervous 

I would be the one to mess things up as I had at summer camp. Overall, things were going pretty 

well in class. I wasn’t being as bold a leader as I could have been, but I was having fun and 

participating all the same.  

We arrived at the spider web and I took on a supportive role assisting most of the others 

through until just Robby and me were left on the starting side of the web. I breathed deep, 

swallowed my fears and stepped onto Robby’s outstretched hands. What happened next was 

such a powerful moment that the memory remains bright in my mind all these months later and 

I have thought of it often in the days since. As I balanced on Robby’s hand and looked up 

through the web to the other side I saw a sea of fourteen strong, supporting hands reaching 

forward to help me through. Those hands have been lifting me up everyday since then in a million 

wonderful ways.  

 

2.  

 

 
 



 

 

Best sunset of the year, hands-down. A group of us hiked Mystical Mountain on 

Saturday night during Fall Training to watch the sunset and campout. I tentatively agreed 

to go, as I wanted to throw myself into these experiences, despite the fact that I’d only 

been camping twice in my life. We reached the top a little later than expected, but still in 

time to see a breathtaking sky. As we sat around the fire later that night I felt more at 

peace than I had all week. The stress and worry of training melted away. As I looked at 

the faces lit up by the fire I felt immense gratitude. This is the first of many, many 

adventures, I thought to myself, and I’m going to be okay.  

 

3. “Are we lost?” A student asks me, a deeply concerned look on his face.  

 “NO!” I exclaim. “Jaques is never lost. I always know the way.”  

 “I’m pretty sure we’re lost,” The student whispers to his classmates. 

 We are in the midst of a living history class, role playing as French Canadian Voyageurs. I 

am Jaques, leader of the brigade, and my students have all been assigned different roles as 

voyageurs. We’re on the Eastern edge of Raven Lake, making our way through a swampy area. 

My brigade was small - only nine of us total - and the October winds were mighty strong. The 

plan was to leave our supplies on shore, do a quick paddle around and then hike to the 

alternative camp site (made for days such as these). Our leisurely paddle towards lake study 

had abruptly turned into an intense fight against the wind. . . and we lost. Blown through the 

narrows to the summer voyageur site with no supplies for class, we started the hike back.  

  I weighed our options as we rested at the Raven Lake Campsite. I knew the path we 

were supposed to use connected with Superior View Hike, but I figured if we went that way, then 

by the time we got back to the voyageur dock there would be no time for class. So I improvised.  

 And that’s how we found ourselves sinking in the mud, bush crashing towards the 

wetland boardwalk. I kept Raven Lake in sight almost the whole time we were walking, but I will 

admit there were a few moments when I questioned our position. I stayed in character, tried to 

keep the voyageurs’ spirits up, and trudged on. When we reached the boardwalk in the wetlands, 

the students screams of joy and relief echoed across the lake. We retrieved our supplies, hiked 

to the winter site, had a full class and got back to the Ed building at 11:32. That’s how Jaques 

problem solves.  



 

 

 

4. The first time I taught beavers class we 

were treated to one of my favorite wildlife 

encounters of all time. We watched in awed 

silence as two beavers busily chewed, 

dragged and swam mere feet away from us. 

They seemed not to mind us at all, continuing 

on with their daily business, criss crossing the 

path to complete their snacking and building. 

Students and chaperones alike were 

captivated by the industrious animals in front 

of us. I abandoned most of my plans for class 

and sat back as the beavers worked on. We 

stayed as long as we possibly could before 

heading back to the Ridge, a bit late, tired 

from the stairs, but still glowing from the wonder of seeing the beavers up close.  

 

5. I stand in my empty classroom staring at the fish in the tank wondering how in the world 

I was going to teach children how to ice fish. The last time I remember fishing I was five or six 

years old and honestly the whole experience kind of freaked me out. I remember feeling bad for 

the fish struggling on the hook and deciding that maybe fishing just wasn’t for me. Eighteen 

years later I found myself wishing I had given fishing another try so I would have some idea 

what I was doing in frozen lake study class.  

 Soon enough my students enter the classroom, decked out in camo winter gear, smiles 

on their faces. Immediately upon entering the room one student asks me:  

 “Are we going ice fishing in this class?!” 

 “Yes,” I reply, trying to match the students' enthusiasm. “Have you been before?” I ask. 

 I quickly learn that ice fishing is a favorite pastime of many of my students and 

chaperones. My first reaction is disappointment. Surely this means that they will soon learn that 

I am a fraud and ill equipped to be their instructor. As we move through class however, making 

our way down to the lake and exploring the tools, my perspective begins to shift. I begin to feel 

relief instead of anxiety as I realize that I was presented with a wonderful opportunity to learn 

from my students. When we reached the fishing part of class I stepped back and observed. I 



 

 

asked the students to explain how they were placing bait on the line. I watched them gently take 

the little perch off the hook and return them to the chilly lake with care. I was there both to teach 

and be taught. I was instructor and student. As I learned alongside and from my students I was 

filled with joy.  

 

6. Magic cedar swamp. Good access with snowshoes across frozen lake. Takes my breath 
away every time I’m there. 
 

7. “Yes!” I whisper. “Good job Tuuli!” 
 After weeks and weeks of training, he has finally stepped up onto my glove. Tuuli is a 

American Kestrel who was rescued and now lives at Wolf Ridge as an educational animal. The 

victory is all the more sweet given what we went through to get to this point. I would consider 

myself a fairly patient person but this little bird has tested that. I have now spent countless 

hours with food pieces on my outstretched finger, staring into Tuuli’s eyes, willing him to relax. 

Sonja told me once that animals can feel the energy we give off. Every time I work with Tuuli I 

try to radiate courage and calmness. I try to silently reassure him that I mean no harm, that he 

can trust me.  

 Now, so many training sessions later, he is standing on my glove. Since then we have 

progressed further than I’d imagined possible during those first few slow training weeks in the 

winter. We can sit outside together without too much stress. We have stood in front of thirty 

people with only a little bit of nervous spinning. When Tuuli ruffles his feathers and starts to 

relax I always exhale deeply. We’re okay, I think. We can do hard things. That little bird has stolen 

my heart. Everyday I get to see him grow his comfort zone my heart swells with pride. I’ve loved 

working with Tuuli and I’m so glad I get to next year as well. 

 

8. Every month this year (except one, dang it we forgot in November), my dear friend Paige 

and I have hiked Marshall Mountain. Atop Marshall, I have laughed, cried and processed many 

experiences, positive and negative. Watching the seasons change and our friendship grow from 

that mountain has been such a blessing. It has become a sacred spot for me, one of my 

favorites at Wolf Ridge.  



 

 

 
9. Spruce tree where my kite got stuck. Note: do not fly kites from the telescope deck. The 

awesome winds are tempting, but retrieving a stuck kite from a cliff side is too scary to 

make it worth it.  

 

10. Screams of joy echo across Raven Lake.  

 “WE GOT IT!” I shout, smiling from ear to ear.  

 A student’s boot, sucked off his foot by a misstep in the fen has been heroically rescued. 

I am wet up to my jeans pockets and I couldn’t be happier. I didn’t have to sub so on a whim I 

decided to team teach wetlands with Robby. The last time I taught this class I was a wholly 

different naturalist.  

 I picture Katie from October, standing nervously on the boardwalk, keeping everyone in 

sight. October Katie wants everyone to be safe and happy and dry, so much so that she makes 

excessive boundaries: you can leave the boardwalk but you have to stay within two feet of either 

side. October Katie’s students don’t really get to explore the fen. October Katie doesn’t sense 

she’s being too strict. A challenging yet tender evaluation from a kind role model helps October 

Katie begin to see how to let a little more chaos in.  



 

 

 May Katie’s students wander off the boardwalk. Some fall in. Some stay back. May Katie 

jumps in to the boot rescue and gets soaked in the process. May Katie takes a beat to watch 

students head towards deeper water, weighing where to draw the line. May Katie knows that 

she can guide these students safely through this magical experience. Everyone will be safe. Not 

everyone will stay dry. We will experience this together and that is what this place is all about.  

 I have so much more to learn. And yet, as I watch the students bounce on the sphagnum 

moss I make peace with my past self and I look toward my future self with glad anticipation. 

 
That was my year in memorable snapshots. There are, of course, dozens more stories to 

tell and write, and innumerable ways that I’ve grown this year as a community member and 

educator, but those stories will live on other places. I’m beyond grateful for all the people who 

have made this such a special place for me.  

I am now three months into my second year at Wolf Ridge, serving in a slightly different 

role as a Mentor Naturalist. At the beginning of the year I helped to train the new naturalists on 

how to teach classes and work with school groups and I continue to teach six or seven 3-hour 

classes each week. When I’m not teaching I’m developing new interests and skills like trail 

maintenance, website design, social media, and curriculum development. I also continue to 

spend as much free time as I can with our education animals.  

I’m constantly learning more about the work that fulfills me and thinking about the kind 

of work that I want to do in the future. I feel like I have just taken the first few steps on my 

vocational journey and before me lies a thousand paths to choose from. Most days I feel as 

though I have more questions than answers when it comes to vocation, but wherever I go I will 

bring with me the lessons of this place - being present, being open to possibility, smiling even 

when you’re knee deep in a stinky bog, listening to and caring for one another in a community, 

and slowing down to notice the world around you. Being at Wolf Ridge has helped me grow into 

a more confident leader, a more empathetic educator, and a more open community member 

than I was a year ago. 

I am immensely grateful for the support of the Meisel program and the Westminster 

community. In addition to the love, guidance and support I’ve received the past year as I Meisel 

Scholar, I know that all of the experiences Westminster has given me (high school mission trips, 

youth group, working at day camp and in the nursery) have undoubtedly shaped me into the 

person I am today and for that I am so thankful.  


