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Bats in the Belfry 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy  

 
 Walking into Melissa Gregg’s third grade classroom the other day was quite an 
experience. Bats were suspended across the room; stalactites growing down from the 
ceiling; stalagmites surging up from the floor; all cleverly fashioned from various arts 
and crafts materials. 
 The occasion was preparation for a field trip to the Carlsbad Caverns for the 
third grade classes at the Arts Academy at Bella Vista. Planned for some time, the third 
grade classes have been doing their research. Gregg described the process: “My class 
has recreated the caverns with stalactites, stalagmites, and Mexican Free-tail bats in my 
classroom as a way to review and experience the caverns before we take our field trip. 
Students also conducted short research projects relating to different structures, animals, 
etc., found in the caverns.” 
 The research process was clearly successful, since, in addition to the research 
itself the class, working in small groups of about three students each, did tours of their 
classroom cavern for visitors. Other classes with their teachers and parents could walk 
through and hear about all aspects of the magical world of the underground Carlsbad 
Caverns in the southern part of our state. Some students kept their 3 x 5 notecards 
handy for a quick glance, but many could talk freely about their particular topic. 
 Talk about student engagement! These students knew fascinating things about 
the caverns I had never heard, despite having visited the Carlsbad Caverns several 
times. One thing that has always stymied me is remembering the difference between 
stalactites and stalagmites. When I asked the students, the entire class shot their hands 
up. “Stalactites have to hang on tight to the ceiling so they don’t fall off,” offered one 
young boy. A little girl finished, “And stalagmites just might grow up to the ceiling of 
the cavern!” Quite the most unique mnemonic device I recall. 
 Checking back in with the classes after they’d gone on their trip to the actual 
Carlsbad Caverns, Gregg reported her little “spelunkers” had a “SPECTACULAR” time, 
a once in a lifetime experience for many of her kids. 
 The remarkable foresight of teachers to so thoroughly prepare students for 
learning not only enhances the learning, but also ensures students will retain the 
content they learned. Also, how effortless it can be to make the learning fun. 
 Elizabeth F. Barkley noted: “Student engagement is the product of motivation 
and active learning.” 
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