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Kent Denver?

I went to elementary and middle 
school at American Academy—a 
charter school in Castle Rock—and I 
remember feeling really nervous as I 
was the only person coming from my 
middle school. I thought that it would 
be painfully difficult to meet people and 
to make connections, but in retrospect 
it happened surprisingly quickly. The 
small class sizes were at first a shock to 
me, but I quickly fell in love with them.

Your relationships with teachers have 

been a key element in your Kent Denver 

experience. Which teachers have made the 

PRVW�VLJQLƛLFDQW�LPSDFWV"

My freshman biology teacher was Ms. 
Malone. She was the first teacher that 
I communicated with a lot outside of 
class. I would send her emails with links 
to cool articles about biology, and she 
did the same. Sophomore year, I had 
a really good relationship with Ms. 
NeJame in metalsmithing. I wouldn’t 
say I am necessarily artsy, 
but I loved her class and 
there is something really 
therapeutic about working 
with your hands and 
creating something. I also 
really appreciated working 
with Mx. Haynes in 
computer science that year. 
I took the class on a whim 
(giving up my only free 
period) and it was really 
out of my comfort zone! 

But Mx. Hayes helped me so much and 
introduced me to a whole new method of 
thought and language.

Lately, Ms. Park and Mr. Richardson 
have probably had the biggest impact. 
Coming into Mr. Richardson’s U.S. 
History class junior year, I was like, 
‘I’m not good at history; I’m a science 
person.’ He gave and continues to give 
me the freedom to direct myself towards 
topics I find interesting and allowed me 
the creative license to take risks that I 
hadn’t in other classes. This year, I took 
his Race in Modern America class in the 
first semester and now I am taking Class 
and Gender in Modern America, both of 
which look at history and literature with 
a social justice lens. It’s been an amazing 
part of my Kent Denver experience.

Ms. Park has been my independent 
study sponsor and is an amazing 
mentor for ocean-related research in 
Colorado, which is hard to find! She is 
also very supportive of my advocacy for 
gender equality, especially through the 
EmpowHERment initiative.

There are 116 young alumni in the Class of 2020, each with a different  
and fascinating story to tell. Here is one of them.
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SOPHIA WAGNER ’20: Curious. 
Creative. Innovative. Engaged.

When she arrived at Kent Denver as 

a ninth-grader, Sophia Wagner ’20 

thought her strong interest in STEM 

(science, technology, engineering and 

PDWK��ZRXOG�GHƛLQH�KHU�KLJK�VFKRRO�

years. However, she surprised herself 

E\�ƛLQGLQJ�DQ�HTXDO�SDVVLRQ�IRU�

history, literature and social justice, 

WKDQNV�LQ�ODUJH�SDUW�WR�WKH�LQƛOXHQFH�

of some favorite Kent Denver teachers. 

We sat down with Sophia to talk about 

her Kent Denver journey and how a 

well-rounded curriculum—and ample 

opportunities for self-directed studies—

have shaped her experience.
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Sharing a laugh with physics 

teacher John Saunders
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You are very involved with the Upper School REEFS club, which 

supports marine science and advocacy. How did you become 

interested in the ocean as a landlocked Colorado native, and how 

does REEFS support this passion?

I already loved biology and have been a competitive swimmer 
since I was eight years old. My older sister [Addy Wagner 
’14] assisted in founding the Teens4Oceans club at Kent 
Denver, so I think it was a mixture of those influences. I 
really appreciate the ocean and realize how vital it is to the 
world and our climate.

REEFS tries to make a difference through a student-wide 
approach. Co-leader, Alexandra Haymons ’20 launched 
the SayNo2Plastics pledge this fall to cut down on single-
use plastics, and we are working with student leaders and 
Mr. Walker to reduce the plastics sold in Café Bogue. 
Additionally, we are leading a Meatless Mondays initiative in 
the Dining Hall.

We also do research to support healthy coral reefs. Three 
of us have been working on an independent study with Ms. 
Park focused on zooxanthellae, which are symbiotic algae 
that live within coral. We are learning how to quantify them 
in order to understand the health of coral and then we’re 
using that information to understand how these algae are 
affected by climate change. [In Kent Denver’s Ocean Lab], 
we mimic conditions of coral bleaching, rising temperatures 
and ocean acidification, and then see how to re-establish 
zooxanthellae numbers 
afterwards. We are 
hoping to publish our 
results or at least get 
enough data that other 
students can publish 
them in the future.

You will be one of the 

ƛLUVW�VWXGHQWV�WR�JUDGXDWH�

from Kent Denver with 

an Innovation Scholar 

FHUWLƛLFDWH�IRU�H[SHULPHQWDO�

research. In addition to your 

marine research, what other 

elements are contributing to 

\RXU�FHUWLƛLFDWLRQ"

I worked with Dr. 
Caulfield, who has also 
been a wonderful mentor, on an independent study last year 
examining the health of Kent Denver’s reservoirs. We looked 
at dissolved oxygen levels in the water, which involved 
taking measurements in eight different locations at different 
times of day and different seasons. We even came out at 
4 a.m. to get data before sunlight hit the water triggering 

photosynthesis, which impacts the 
baseline oxygen levels. 

We found that there is an invasive plant 
species blocking sunlight and preventing 
oxygen from getting into the lower parts of the water. There 
are also high levels of nitrates that encourage anaerobic 
bacteria growth in the reservoir, which produces a scum at 
the surface. The nitrates are largely attributed to excrement 
produced by the Canada goose population on campus—each 
produces over a pound a day!— in addition to nitrates from 
upstream fertilizers and dog walkers not picking up after 
their pets.

During the winter months, we tried to recreate these 
conditions in fish tanks in the labs to see if anything can be 
done to improve the reservoir health. Our tank ecosystems 
both collapsed. While the tank with a bubbler did slightly 

better, the data wasn’t 
conclusive enough to 
take direct action in 
changing the balance of 
the ecosystem.

As an engineering 
project, I am working 
to create a knitting bike, 
which will knit as you 
pedal. I have been using 
the Impact Studio to 
make parts using the 3D 
printer. I have two more 
parts to go then I will 
start building the actual 
structure. The hard part 
is that all of the pieces 
have to fit seamlessly 

with each other and the compatibility needs to be perfect.  

For my senior capstone project, I am creating three research 
databases for Kent Denver, one for coral research, one for 
reservoir research and one to support alumnae mentorships 
for the EmpowHERment initiative. 
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Sophia works on her knitting bike in the Upper School Impact Studio. 
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Recently, you shared your independent study work during a 

campus tour for STEM educators from Africa. What did you learn 

from that experience?

During the tour, the educators kept affirming that I’m doing 
the right thing and that I’m in the right place. They kept 
saying “Wow, you have so many amazing opportunities and 
it looks like you’re really taking advantage of them,” which 
was great to hear. It was nice to get their perspective of our 
life [at Kent Denver] because we definitely do take it for 
granted sometimes.

You have been a member of Kent Denver’s swim and dive team all 

four years. What does it mean to you to be on the team?

At the beginning of every season, I think, ‘I’m so out of shape, 
I don’t want to do it,’ but then I have such a great time and 
wonder why I ever questioned it! There’s something about 
swimming that’s very calming and therapeutic in being alone 
with your thoughts but also pushing yourself. Although it’s 
an individual sport, there is also such a sense of community. 
I think that the people who decide to swim are all really 
amazing. As an underclassman, I learned so much from the 
older girls and now I try to mentor [the younger swimmers].

1H[W�\HDU��\RX�DUH�RƛI�WR�FROOHJH��:KDW�IDFWRUV�DUH�\RX�FRQVLGHULQJ�

during your application process?

I am mostly looking at liberal arts colleges that will let me 
study science but also take humanities classes with a focus 
on social justice and human rights. I also want a school with 
opportunities to study abroad. Most of the schools I have 
applied to do not have a specific marine biology program, but 
I can study that in graduate school, which I have a feeling I 
probably will do. I might be the only person in the class that 
did not submit any Early Decision or Early Action applications, 
so mostly I am excited to figure out where I get in!

Where do you see yourself in your future career?

The summer between sophomore and junior year I went 
with Ms. Frederick on a coral restoration trip to St. Croix. 
There were two marine scientists with us and I was like, ‘I 
want to be you!’ They were just a perfect mixture between 
really nerdy people who love nature and being outdoors and 
truly care about conserving it.

I would love to be a field researcher, doing some sort of work 
on the ocean. It would be fascinating to know a deep, deep 
amount of information about one specific thing. I could see 
myself being very happy doing that. In addition, I could see 
myself being a teacher or professor, because schools are an 
intersection of everything that I love: deep conversations, 
research and activism. I have had really amazing teachers 
who have shaped my education and I would love to try to do 
the same. But in many ways, I can’t imagine doing the same 
job for my entire life, so who knows!

You have really gotten the most out of your Kent Denver experience. 

:KDW�DGYLFH�ZRXOG�\RX�RƛIHU�WR�QH[W�\HDUūV�IUHVKPDQ�FODVV"

I would tell them to go and talk to your teachers! Freshman 
and sophomore year, I was still kind of hesitant to reach out 
to teachers because I wasn’t used to it coming from my middle 
school. I think that there is an aspect of mutual respect that 
comes from having deep conversations with teachers and that 
has allowed me to grow as a student and a person.

I would also tell them to do things that are out of your comfort 
zone. Take the tough class that you’re not quite sure about, or 
do the independent study that makes you excited to learn, or 
create a club that you are passionate about. There are a lot of 
really interested teachers and students here that will support 
you in your efforts, so take advantage of that community!  
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