
Synergies Between Citizen Science, 
College Student Research Projects, and 

Lake Associations: Lessons Learned

Dr. Kimberly Schulz, Associate Professor, SUNY Environmental 
Science & Forestry

Tarki L. Heath, NYSFOLA and Kettle Lakes Association

May 2, 2025
NYS Federation of Lake Associations Annual Conference

Lake George, NY



Collaboration  2010 - 2025
State University of NY
College of Environment and Forestry 
Limnology Practicum Class 

• EFB 525 – geared to seniors (with one or two beginning graduate students most years
(students either have taken Limnology Lecture – EFB 424/624 the year before, or take it concurrently)

Song Lake POA
And the Kettle Lake Associations

Song Lake
Tully Lake
Crooked Lake
Little York Lake
Tully Green Lake



SUNY ESF Limnology – Incorporating Lake 
Associations & Citizen Science

• New York is a great place to study lakes
• Diversity of lake types compared with other

regions – good systems to help students 
understand how lake shape & watershed
use affect important lake properties 
(e.g., water chemistry, organism ID, HABs) 

• Visited different lakes and learn lab and field analyses; 
• Students compared lakes – links among parameters 
• Added student-driven short studies or experiments and lab exercises 
• After Schulz interacted with the Song Lake association in 2009, Song Lake was 

included as a sample lake, and students heard about questions homeowners had –
inspired a few projects. Students were enthusiastic about working with citizen 
stakeholders and surprised about their knowledge…learned about citizen science

• Song Lake and ESF Limnology Practicum decided to partner in 2010  

ESF students sampling in the ADKs



Kettle Lake Associations in Central New York



Citizens Statewide Lake Assessment Program
Water temperature,

Clarity (Secchi transparency),
Conductivity,

pH,
Color,

Total phosphorus,
Nitrogen (total, NOx, ammonia),

Chlorophyll a,
Calcium and chloride.

Volunteers also do field
observations for invasive

species, harmful algal
blooms, and other surveys

they may choose to be
important for their lake.

CSLAP is a volunteer lake 
monitoring

partnership between 
NYSFOLA, the NYS
DEC and local lake 

associations

NYSFOLA
Founded in 1983, the New York State
Federation of Lake Associations is a

not-for-profit coalition of lake
associations, individuals, and

corporate members dedicated to
protecting and managing lakes in NY. 

NYS DEC
The New York State Department of

Environmental Conservation provides
funding, staff, data management, and
guidance. The Agency utilizes the data
to assess waterbody conditions and to

evaluate long term trends.

NY LAKE ASSOCIATIONS
Lake communities provide the

volunteers and are instrumental in
affecting lake management efforts and

public education using
their CSLAP data.



Citizens Statewide Lake Assessment Program
• Also provides 

valuable data that 
can inform student 
research projects 

• Helps students 
realize that nutrients 
and other 
parameters aren’t 
just academic, but 
“real people” living 
around lakes care 
about these factors 



Student- Resident Interactions
September through December

 Classroom introductions to the lakes starting 
on the first day of the class 

 Personal meetings with the lake residents and 
the lakes; often they sample COFOKLA lakes 
on the first field trip on an early weekend
 These generally took place at a residence 

on Song Lake first, and later rotating to 
different lakes or other venues in Tully

  Refreshments, presentations and discussions 
about our collective and individual lake 
concerns

The students have the opportunity to talk 
with the lake residents and share ideas 
and  contact information. 



Student- Resident Interactions
September through December

• Onto the lake and shorelines to 
begin their limnology work for 
Professor Schulz (generally, 
two of the four lakes the class 
compares are now COFOKLA 
lakes)



Student- Resident Interactions
September through December

 Once projects are approved (an iterative 
process) about 2-3 weeks after the field 
trip, Prof Schulz and the students begin 
corresponding with the lake contact 
person to discuss needs and times.  The 
teaching assistants are also invaluable

.
 Several weeks of periodic interactions 

depending on project. 



SUNY ESF Projects

• Sometimes lab experiments in 
CIRTAS (shared use lab – 5 
growth chambers)

• Costs of many analyses are 
prohibitive for class budgets and 
that may increase over time; 
engaging students in the budget 
process increasingly, to provide 
additional real-world 
experience…learn creative ways 
to get things done – hone the skill 
of MacGyvering sometimes 





SUNY ESF Project Analysis

• Lots of potential types of 
analyses – physical, chemical, 
biological, etc.

• Students work with Schulz and 
the TAs as well as other 
college-wide analytical labs at 
SUNY ESF

• They learn some basic 
statistics and presentation 
skills



Project Analysis 
Poster Session

Depth and breadth of projects



Poster Session
 December at the college to view all 

the students’ final poster projects and 
talk with others. More time to share 
refreshments and make further 
contacts.
 One year we had students give posters 

in Tully and that was better for 
COFOKLA, but difficult logistically at 
the end of the term, and not as good 
for showing other students the 
possibilities and getting other faculty 
willing to help with some 
analyses…we need some hybrid 
solution!



Song 
Lake 
Carp



Tully Lake 
Riparian and 
Tree Planting 
Projects



Residents
• Deeper understanding of their role as stewards.

• Practical application of knowledge learned about their lakes to 
share with others, and ecology issues – what other questions are 
there?

• Enhancing efforts for BMPs and analysis of mitigation efforts for 
best outcomes. especially CSLAP data and field observations 
they obtain over the years. 

• Opportunity to investigate specific questions they may about 
their lake.

• Excitement at new findings – Positive or Negative

• Nurturing young minds

• Enhancing water quality 

Benefits



Obstacles

Residents

• Short time scale of projects.

• Inconclusive or contradictory 
results.

• Scheduling, weather, and access.

• Attending the presentations on 
campus.



Benefits
Students
• Motivation and excitement about projects that are 

‘new science’ and/or of interest to the public.

• Often their first chance to interact with the public 
as ‘experts’- mutual respect.

• New experience having to combine their scientific 
knowledge with observations of homeowners that 
might not fit the things they learned in class or 
textbooks – how to reconcile these and how to deal 
with the differences in designing their projects as 
well.

• Makes the students feel invested in their own work 
and proud they can help others.

• Mix of majors working together.



Students 

Limitations of previous data; limitations of 
previous projects.

• Difficulties in translating ideas of the public 
and their own ideas into feasible projects; 
often public goals would be hard to address.

• Intra-group issues – different years, majors, 
backgrounds…

• How to convey their project information to 
both scientists and the public.

• What to do when findings were upsetting to 
homeowners (e.g., finding of zebra 
mussels).

• …but these are all “real world” scenarios

Obstacles



Synergies
• Introductory sessions culminating in poster 

presentation session. 
• Sharing informally around food and formally 

around presentations. 
• Mutual respect – reciprocal.
• Understanding of lake residents and their 

interactions around a lake – variety of 
interests and sometimes competing mind-
sets (real-estate  vs. ecology).

• Sharing real world issues.



Marjorie Grillo, Song Lake, 

“I appreciate knowing what’s in our lakes beyond 
the obvious from fish counts to plant species. I 
also believe the students benefit from interacting 
with residents on the lakes regarding concerns 
and interests we have. Seeing their final projects 
gives us a chance to see the results of their work 
and for them to hear our appreciation comments 
on their work. It’s personalized. 

It’s a privilege to have this connection to Kim and 
her student’s expertise. I think we all benefit.” 

Synergies



• Responses from Stradder Caves, Luke Gervase:

• Critical thinking and “read-world” applications

• Stakeholder exposure – Face to face with those connected to the lake
 “Interactions from citizen science and CSLAP volunteer
  to providing more historical and personal experiences.” 
 “Saw residents with the same passion for the environment 
 as the professionals.” 

• Enjoyed the connections and conversations.
• Exposure to a variety of lakes
• Precursor to professional decision-making
• Long lasting relationships

Synergies



Lessons Learned

•  Need for very clear-cut expectations from students and for them to know the 
project expectations (and that not all projects answer the question they set out 
to answer and what to do then)

• The value and the limitations of citizen and student science
• It would be beneficial to share more of the students’ work with the residents – 

beyond the poster presentation project.
• Real world systems have more variables and uncertainties than class labs – how 

do we manage uncertainty as scientists



Questions 

Associate Professor Kimberly Schulz
Department of Environmental Biology
SUNY-ESF
kschulz@esf.edu or kschulz@syr.edu or h2okim@gmail.com

Tarki L. Heath
Kettle Lakes Association
www.kettlelakesassociation.org
cofokla@gmail.com
Face Book – Cortland Onondaga Federation of Kettle Lake Associations.

mailto:kschulz@esf.edu
mailto:kschulz@syr.edu
http://www.kettlelakesassociation.org/
mailto:cofokla@gmail.com
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