
35 Years of Gratitude
2024 marks 35 years of ISEA carrying out our 
mission of inspiring a lifetime of Great Lakes 
curiosity, stewardship, and passion in people of all 
ages. Throughout this year I’ve felt deep gratitude 
for each and every person who has supported this 
amazing 35-year journey of ISEA.

I frequently come to work in the morning and find 
students who had a memorable dorm stay milling 
around campus, taking pictures of Suttons Bay, and 
looking like Otis Redding sitting on our dock on the 

bay. I have the opportunity to see the smiling faces of students both before 
and after programs, I read notes of appreciation from teachers, students, and 
communities around the lakes, and I watch in wonder at the dedication of our 
volunteers. While I admit, I’m always moved by these occurrences, they struck 
me even harder than normal this year. With every one of those energizing, 
uplifting moments, I’ve recognized over and over again that none of what we’ve 
accomplished over these last 35 years would have been possible without the 
strong roots that anchor us firmly as we grow to reach ever-increasing heights.

Our mighty volunteers, our funding partners, the educator community and our 
dedicated staff allowed us to run 268 programs from two vessels this year and 
helped us bring our vessels to Chicago, Charlevoix, Detroit, Hessel, Sault Ste 
Marie, Marquette, and Houghton. During those travels, we delivered 6 different 
multi-day trips totaling 22 days of high-impact programming. Additionally, we ran 
53 Watershed Exploration and ROV programs which help students connect the 
ways their actions on land can impact the Great Lakes. 

Your belief in our mission, trust in our approach, and steadfast generosity have 
allowed ISEA to grow steadily over our storied 35 year history. Our successes 
are a result of all of us uplifting this vital work and I couldn’t be happier to be 
alongside you as we work to inspire the next generation of Great Lakes stewards.

~ Fred Sitkins, Executive Director

October/November 2024

The ISEA Executive Director’s Newsletter is published monthly in digital format December-September and delivered through email 
(Sign up at schoolship.org). This printed mailing is published each fall to update a broader ISEA audience.

Furling the jib in the Upper Peninsula

Inland Seas arriving in Chicago

ISEA Cafes are a way for us to connect in the non-sailing season and continue our 
mission of ongoing learning about the Great Lakes. Previous subjects have included 
skills workshops, presentations on local environmental initiatives, invasive species 
discussions, and more! To learn more about upcoming cafes, please visit: 
schoolship.org/news-events-category/events/

ISEA Cafes



ISEA Turns 35

Connecting With Rural Communities
Summers at ISEA are filled with adventures across the Great Lakes, from public sails in Suttons Bay to programs in 
major urban centers like Detroit, Chicago, and Cleveland, and occasional participation in Tall Ships America events. 
A key part of ISEA’s mission is to make opportunities to connect with the Great Lakes accessible to all people, 
especially those in underserved urban and rural communities.

With the addition of schooner Alliance, we’ve significantly expanded our ability to serve a wide range of communities 
in the same season. This summer, we spent nearly one month in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, building connections 
with rural communities and fostering a passion for the water. While in each guest port, we collaborate with local 
experts to add unique perspectives to our programs and tailor them to each specific location.

ISEA has grown tremendously since it’s inception in 1989. Starting with the construction of our very own schooner 
Inland Seas in 1994, to purchasing and renovating our current office space, and most recently the purchase and 
retrofit of schooner Alliance in 2023. None of this would be possible without decades of steadfast commitment and 
passion from volunteers, students, and staff who set our roots deep and built a strong foundation from which we can 
inspire the next generation of Great Lakes stewards. Thank you for your support over the past 35 years!

In Houghton, we partnered with a diverse group of 
organizations to offer programs that explored the unique 
features of Portage Lake, Keweenaw Bay, and Lake Superior. 
We also conducted sails that explored the unique geological 
features of the region. Additionally, seven students embarked 
on a five-day overnight program from Houghton to Marquette, 
where they examined different facets of the Lake Superior 
watershed and presented their findings to friends and family.

In Sault Ste. Marie, we offered programs centered around 
plankton, seamanship, and local fish knowledge, including both 
native and invasive species. We also hosted representatives 
from Lake Superior State University to present information on 
microplastics in the Great Lakes.

In Hessel, we collaborated with the Les Cheneaux Watershed 
Council to offer programs. Participants explored local 
waterways and learned about the unique features of their 
region. This was our eighth year in Hessel connecting with 
families and local school groups. 

All of these programs offer us the opportunity to meet participants where they are and connect them to their Great 
Lakes community. A meaningful hands-on connection at any age can forge a lifelong passion for these incredible 
waterways.



2024 New Staff

Julie Johnson Chris Symons Lauren Sheffer

A Michigan Native, Julie came 
aboard this year in a new role for 

the organization as our School 
Partnership Coordinator. In this 

role Julie will be our primary 
point of contact for schools 

and responsible for recruiting 
k-12 audiences. In addition, Julie 

will also serve as an educator 
with ISEA programs. Julie is 
a Michigan State University 
graduate and formerly an 

employee of the National Park 
Service at Sleeping Bear Dunes 

and SEEDS Eco Schools.

Born and raised here in the 
Mitten State, Chris is a Michigan 

State University graduate 
having studied secondary 

English education with a minor 
in environmental science. His 
experience includes over six 
years with the National Park 
Service leading educational 
programming and designing 
curriculum-based lessons in 

public schools and parks. We’re 
excited for him to bring his 
educational and leadership 

experience to the ISEA team.

Lauren has become a well-known 
face around our programs this 
spring and summer serving as 
our Great Lakes Waterways 
Intern and we are thrilled to 
welcome her to the team in a 

full-time capacity as our Great 
Lakes Educator! She is a graduate 

of The University of Michigan 
double majoring in biology and 
environmental studies. Lauren 

demonstrated her natural 
teaching skills this summer and 
will be a valuable asset to the 

education team.

You’ve Got Mail!
Every month this season ISEA 

interns shared a small moment of 
Great Lakes discovery from one 
of our programs either here in 

Suttons Bay or around the Great 
Lakes. Enjoy this tale from Meghan 

as she and her students had a 
unique capture in the PONAR grab 

aboard schooner Inland Seas.

School Partnership Coordinator Education Coordinator Great Lakes Educator



Inspiring Great Lakes Curiosity, Stewardship, and Passion
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Ways to connect with us:

Subscribe to our 
monthly newsletter 
by scanning this 
QR code.

isea@schoolship.org

@iseaschoolship

What’s Inside: 35 Years of Gratitude

•	 Letter from the Executive Director
•	 Connecting With Rural Communities
•	 Postcard from the Field
•	 New ISEA Staff
•	 ISEA Cafes

schoolship.org

231-271-3077


