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Helping Natrona County Kids
Step into the “Real” World

	 In 1998, George Vlastos made a career decision to become part of a small group 
of educators who were starting a high school program that integrated learning 
through problem-solving. Today Star Lane Center, in the Natrona County School 
District, is a model for problem-based learning (PBL) where young adults learn by 
doing and getting connected to the world and the workplace.

	 PBL is learning that is driven by challenging, open-ended problems, with stu-
dents working in small collaborative groups, and with teachers taking on a non-
traditional role as “facilitators” of learning. “The nature of problem-solving is that it 
calls upon critical and analytical thinking skills,” says George, “more so than other 
avenues of learning.”

	 Students at Star Lane are confronted with real world, adult problems and asked 
to come up with solutions. According to George, “approximately one third of the 
problems focus on land, energy and energy use, climate change and endangered spe-
cies. We involve community experts in the exercises to make the problems real and 
not hypothetical,” he adds. 

	 PBL works because it replicates the commonly used approaches to resolv-
ing problems or meeting challenges that are encountered in life and career. “We 
created Star Lane Center to better prepare students for the workforce or the 
academic community or wherever they choose to end up. Problem-based learn-
ing helps students to ‘get out there’ with eyes open to the political process, to key 
environmental issues, to the adult world in general.”

	 Students attend Star Lane by choice. They participate in a traditional high 
school setting for half a day, and then for the other half – either morning or 
afternoon – attend the problem-based program at Star Lane Center. “We tend to 
get kids who are bored with traditional schooling,” George notes. “Otherwise the 
student population goes across the spectrum.” The Star Lane Center program is 
available to all 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th graders in Natrona County. There are 

no classrooms or textbooks. Students work in small study groups of 8-12 students led by a teacher, and the school 
never has more than 75 students per morning or afternoon session.

	 Star Lane presents one Coordinated Resource Management (CRM) problem each year that focuses on conserva-
tion. This year students were asked to look at the increase in the number of prairie dogs due to urban sprawl. They 
concluded that, as the prairie dog population grows larger, putting in raptor poles (a pole for birds of prey to nest or 
sit) could be the best and most humane solution for control. 

	 One of the most topical problems asked students to suggest an energy alternative for coal in Wyoming, a “new 
coal” that is renewable and produces less CO2 and other greenhouse gases. One novel solution: update existing 
underground coal gasification technology, a method of extracting coal where the byproducts are carbon monoxide 
and hydrogen, and not CO2.
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	 Born and raised in Casper, George Vlastos attended Stanford University, returned to Wyoming af-
ter schooling, and is currently finishing an MFA in Poetry from the University of Wyoming’s Creative 
Writing Department.  

	 An avid outdoorsman, he believes that “land use is the most pressing issue in Wyo-
ming, and in the nation. I am most intrigued by the conflicting uses of land, like when 
wind farms crop up on sage grouse habitat, and I wonder what will happen.”

	 He believes that respecting the landowner and the land is an important commit-
ment. “When I go out on the land I see more no trespassing signs than years ago,” he says, “and that 
dismays me.” Above all, George treasures that within 20 minutes from his home, he can be alone and 
at peace on the back of Casper Mountain. He describes his feelings in a poem written one chilly win-
ter day somewhere between Casper and Muddy Mountains:

Sweating
While wading in snow waist-deep
     & blown by a fog soft & fast
     as the cloud it was
     when we saw it from town, said
Let’s go up in it & away
     from sidewalks & rooms so known
     & sojourn’d & always ours,
		  ours.
Panting these shreds of breath 
     about past bears (seen, unseen)
     & choices aboard idle Dutch roads,
     glass bead games & a frozen gazebo 
     we’re wading toward (still unseen)
     sharing these:
		  thoughts.
Stopping.
Hearts beating hard rhythms
     upon a slope of laden spruce,
A silence begins, secures secrets
     we know we must hide from each other,
     these anxieties & distortions
Dearly pass’d off 
		  as well.

Groaning lodge poles 
     sway’d by gusts above us
& this aloneness, this swelling
	 insignificance
can amount.

THE JINXS:
     again we’ve ended up
making up
much of things.
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“land use is the 
most pressing issue 
in Wyoming...”


