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training, and preparation 
prior to the pandemic 
really went a long way to 
making this happen.” 

Once she’d interviewed 
the farmers about their 
farming practices, soil 
health, and how they 
could collaborate, Wine-
man analyzed samples 
of their soil using por-
table x-ray fluorescence 
(pXRF) technology that 
she borrowed from the 
College. With a limited 
amount of lab research 
taking place on campus 
in the fall, Wineman 
was able to borrow the 
instrument throughout 
the semester. “It looks 
exactly like an x-ray gun 
right out of sci-fi,” joked 
Pollock. “It allows us to 

COVID-19 delayed the chance for Jim Deprez ’02 to 
be part of the Iditarod Trail Sled Race this year, but 

he’s more than ready to head to Alaska in 2022.

Teaching 
from the 

Trail 
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← Dallas 
Seavey, 
the 2021 
Iditarod 
champion.

← Deprez at the 
Chugiak Dog 
Musher’s Club in 
Chugiak, Alaska.

sidering the event was inspired by the story 
of 20 mushers and teams of dogs who bravely 
traveled 674 miles in 127 hours to deliver 
diphtheria antitoxin serum to sick patients in 
Nome in 1925. But Iditarod race organizers 
didn’t want to risk contributing to the spread 
of COVID-19, especially to isolated places 
along the trail where sled teams, veterinari-
ans, volunteers, and others would ordinarily 
camp out and gather during the race.

By December 2020, Deprez and race organiz-
ers decided not to have an in-person Teacher 
on the Trail in 2021. Deprez would write 
about the race for the Iditarod blog, but he 
would not go to Alaska. His disappointment 
didn’t last long, though, because race orga-
nizers asked him to return in 2022. 

This year’s race still went on, with some 
changes. The ceremonial start of the race in 

Anchorage, an event that usually has a lot 
of hubbub and spectators, was canceled. 
And the race did not finish at the traditional 
ending point of Nome. Still, 47 mushers 
registered to compete. Deprez, monitoring 
events from Ohio, kept up with every detail 
of the race and included his third-grade 
students in daily video updates that were 
posted to YouTube. Deprez’s blog posts 
gave elementary-age-appropriate discus-
sions of all the elements of the race: how 
many veterinarians care for the dogs, where 
and how the dogs and mushers sleep, the 
Northern Lights that are visible from the Id-
itarod Trail, and, of course, which dog team 
is winning. Students got to watch as Dallas 
Seavey finished first, completing the 852-
mile course in seven days and 14 hours. 

Teacher on the Trail is the culmination of 
a lot of interests in Deprez’s life, including 

hugiak, Alaska, is a long 
way from the third-grade 
classroom at Ridgewood El-
ementary School in Hilliard, 
Ohio, where Jim Deprez ’02, 
spends most school days 
teaching, but in March 2020 
Deprez found himself at the 

Chugiak Dog Musher’s Club in Chugiak, 
meeting competitors and officials from the 
legendary Iditarod Trail Dog Sled Race. De-
prez had been invited to Alaska by Iditarod 
race organizers to interview for the job of 
2021 Iditarod Teacher on the Trail, an honor 
that gives one teacher in the United States 
the chance to travel the race route during the 
event and send news updates to classrooms 
around the country. Deprez’s 2020 interview 
trip included stops in Anchorage, Wasilla, 
and Willow, and Deprez got a close-up view 
of the race he had talked about and watched 
with his young students for years. Then, that 

day in Chugiak, Deprez got to briefly lead a 
dog sled on his own. More than a year later, 
Deprez still smiles widely when he remem-
bers the moment. “I got to do a little bit of 
mushing, which was,” he said, pausing for 
effect, “amazing.” 

Deprez’s experience in Alaska in 2020 got 
even more amazing when he was chosen 
from among the finalists to be the 2021 
Teacher on the Trail. For months afterward, 
he talked to former Iditarod teacher ambas-
sadors and learned about the gear he would 
need and schedule he might follow as he 
slept in small Alaskan villages and blogged 
about the race. 

Even before Deprez returned from that initial 
trip to Alaska, the world began quarantining 
as COVID-19 spread quickly. That a global 
health crisis would jeopardize the Iditarod 
race was almost unbearably ironic, too, con-

C

The legendary 
Iditarod Trail Sled 
Race is a great 
way to teach 
history, science, 
geography, and 
other subjects 
to elementary 
students. “At 
that age kids 
love competition; 
they love dogs, 
and it’s a great 
blend of the two,” 
Deprez said.
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o start the story from the 
end: Eleanor Linafelt ’20, 
Paolo Nunes Maldonado 
’20, Nick Shereikis ’20, and 

Emily Stoehr ’20, whose senior year 
on campus at Wooster abruptly ended 
and whose first year as new college 
graduates took place amid a swirl of 
global upheaval, are doing well. They 
are still bowled over by the unprece-
dented events of the last year, espe-
cially the bleak months when they 
should have been marching in the I.S. 
Monday parade and walking across 
a stage to collect their diplomas. 
Members of the Class of 2020 clearly 
understand that their graduation year 
was unique. But with vaccine distri-
bution up and running and the world 
starting to slowly envision a post-pan-
demic existence, these four new grads 
are settling into new lives. They are 
no longer college students. And while 
they don’t speak for the entire Class 
of 2020, they all say that the ups and 
downs of the last year, the fear and 
uncertainty at times, gave them a per-
spective they wouldn’t have if they 
graduated during an “ordinary” year.  

“Honestly, this has been such a 
long year but seems it’s taking for-
ever,” Nunes Maldonado said. “On 
the other hand, it doesn’t even feel 
like six months have passed. It’s so 
strange. I tell people it’s been the fast-
est, longest year of my life.” 

PLANNING WHEN PLANS  
WERE HARD TO MAKE 
 
Paolo Nunes Maldonado went into 
his senior year set on finalizing his 

path to medical school. A biochemis-
try and molecular biology major who 
spent the summer after his junior 
year at a medical clinic and lab in 
Bolivia, Nunes Maldonado hoped to 
work in a research lab for a year after 
graduation to boost his med-school 
admission chances. He and a room-
mate found an apartment in Colum-
bus and Nunes Maldonado started 
looking for positions at places like the 
James Cancer Hospital at The Ohio 
State University, where he hoped to 
contribute to research on stem cells. 

Meanwhile, Emily Stoehr, a dual 
major in political science and compar-
ative politics, spent a carefree fall 2019 
and returned from winter break at 
the start of 2020 realizing she needed 
to get serious about her job search. 
She started meeting weekly with Lisa 
Kastor, director of career planning 
for APEX, Wooster’s Center for Ad-
vising, Planning, and Experiential 
Learning, and was considering a one-
year fellowship at an organization 
she admired. But Stoehr recalls being 
more interested in savoring her last 
months in college than fine-tuning her 
resume. “I was so focused on making 
the most of every moment I had left,” 
she said. “I didn’t want to apply for 
jobs when I could have been hanging 
out in The Pit with my friends.” 

Eleanor Linafelt, a dual major in En-
glish and women’s, gender, and sex-
uality studies, started looking for jobs 
in the fall of 2019 because she knew 
her goal of finding work as a writer 
would be tough. She was also deeply 
involved in a WGSS digital history 
project and her own I.S. work.  

Four 2020 graduates reflect on a year of quarantine, 
job searches, upended plans, and life as a new college 
graduate when everything else in the world was new, too 

Graduation

What’s Next

The 
fastest, 
longest 
year

working with kids, travel, and the 
outdoors. He majored in political 
science at Wooster and had a special 
interest in forestry and public policy. 
He studied abroad twice and his se-
nior Independent Study focused on 
sustainable forestry in Vancouver, 
B.C., with research from a summer 
spent studying there. Originally 
from Massachusetts, Deprez stayed 
in Ohio after graduation and moved 
to Columbus with plans to work in 
government or politics. When his 
political job prospects didn’t pan out, 
he remembered the satisfaction he got 
working summers as a camp coun-
selor. He pivoted to teaching and 
earned a master’s degree in education 
from The Ohio State University. 

Not long after starting a long-term 
substitute teaching job at an elemen-
tary school outside Columbus, Ohio, 
Deprez was let in on a secret tool he 
had never learned in his education 
courses. The legendary Iditarod Trail 
Sled Race is a great way to teach his-
tory, science, geography, and other 
subjects to elementary students. “At 
that age kids love competition; they 
love dogs, and it’s a great blend of 
the two,” Deprez said. He enjoyed 
seeing how excited students were 
when it was time to track the race and 
talk about events in Alaska. He has 
added more to his lesson plans over 
time and Iditarod has been part of his 
school year 12 of his 15 years of teach-
ing. Being in Alaska for the race is a 
dream come true for Deprez. 

In his approach toward teaching, 
he also draws from his interdisci-
plinary education at Wooster. “The 
liberal arts education I received from 
Wooster allowed me to look at things 
from many angles. Creating a huge 
interdisciplinary unit to teach and 
captivate nine-year-olds is no easy 
task, but my advisors always encour-
aged me to take a variety of courses 
to help determine a course of study 
that was just right for me.” Deprez 
is especially grateful for the guid-
ance he had as a student from Mark 
Wilson, Lewis M. and Marian Senter 

Nixon Professor of Natural Sciences, 
and Matthew Krain, professor of po-
litical science. “At the time, Wooster 
did not have the environmental 
majors it offers now, so I pieced 
together as many classes from as 
many different fields as I could. This 
helped me to gain a perspective I 
might not have otherwise received.” 
The Iditarod has also given Deprez a 
chance to engage the teacher/mentor 
model he benefited from at Wooster. 
“I am still a teacher for all of my stu-
dents and those who I have the op-
portunity to present to, but I also get 
to act as a mentor to other teachers 
out there who are interested in incor-

porating this incredible teaching tool 
into their classrooms.”

The 2022 Iditarod will be the 50th time 
the race has been run and organizers 
are planning a big celebration. Deprez 
is excited just thinking about the six or 
seven checkpoints he will visit on the 
way and the experience of traveling 
along the route. “It’s pretty common 
to sleep on the floor of a school,” he 
said, giving a sense of the accommo-
dations. He’s looking forward to add-
ing to the memories he has from 2020. 
“It was truly an experience of a life-
time and getting to go back to do the 
same thing next year and more, I can't 
begin to describe how excited I am.” 

“The liberal arts education I 
received from Wooster allowed 

me to look at things from 
many angles. Creating a huge 
interdisciplinary unit to teach 

and captivate 9-year-olds is no 
easy task.”

— Jim Deprez ’02

↑ A pair of 
veterenarians 
check on sled 
dogs. 

top:  Deprez  
under the Iditarod 
starting line. 
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Ready to race in 2022 after 
teaching it from the sideline 
 
THE IDITAROD TRAIL Sled Race, with its inspiring origin 
story of the 20 teams of dogs and their mushers who ran a 
relay over 674 miles in 1925 to deliver diphtheria antitoxin 
serum to sick patients in Nome, seems to be as popular with 
teachers as it is with those who enjoy dog-sledding events. 
In the elementary grades especially, the Iditarod has it all: 
lessons on geography, weather patterns, native populations 
of America’s 49th state, history, animal welfare discussion 
points, and, of course, dogs.  

Jim Deprez ’02 has looked forward to the race’s traditional 
start in early March each year and has included the Iditarod 
in lessons every year in 12 of his 15 years as an elementary-

school teacher. As the 2022 Iditarod Teacher on the Trail, 
he will soon be able to deliver those lessons from the 
perspective of someone who has been there.  

Deprez was originally supposed to be in Alaska this year, 
after being chosen to be 2021 Iditarod Teacher on the Trail. 
COVID-19 cut short his travel plans and Deprez had to follow 
the events from Ohio, but race organizers offered him the 
chance to be part of the event in 2022. The opportunity is a 
dream come true for Deprez, who, like many, is excited to look 
ahead after more than a year of cancellations and deferred 
plans. And when he returns to Alaska for the race in 2022, he 
will be part of the 50th running of the race. “It goes from a 
gray cloud this year to a celebratory year next year.”  

Read more about how Deprez incorporates the inter- 
disciplinary education he received at Wooster  
into his teaching inside on page 19. 

Independent Minds, Working Together

Permission for use of photo from 
The Iditarod and David Poyzer


	Wooster Magazine: Summer 2021
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1624541169.pdf.QVXq2



