
In the small town of Pavillion, Wind River 
High School students work for the public in 
a science course that teaches them about 
beetles, biology and business

Story and photos by Kelsey Dayton

Flesh-eating dermestid beetles chow down on a 
skull in Dirk Gosnell’s classroom at Wind River 
High School in Pavillion. Students are in business 
with the beetles to clean hundreds of skulls each 
year as part of a hands-on learning experience. 
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She knows. In spring 2018 Sanderson, then a 
sophomore, was in charge of hundreds of thousands 
of dermestid beetles, known for their appetite for dead 
flesh, in what is known as the “bug room,” at her high 
school. The small black bugs swarm the skulls of deer, 
pronghorn and other animals skinned by Sanderson’s 
classmates and feast on the flesh left behind.

Just outside the small room with its boxes of skulls 
and beetles, rotary tools whirred and students navigat-
ed around each other holding animal skulls. They ma-
neuvered elk skulls with massive racks that dwarfed 
the rows upon rows of the bright-white pronghorn 
skulls ready for their owners to pick up.

This shop is part of Dirk Gosnell’s classroom, 
where he teaches anatomy and biology, alongside 
business and customer service skills, in a program 
called Bugs ‘N Bones.

The physical science class provides hands-on ex-
perience for students to work with animal skulls and 
beetles. They also learn how to manage and run a 
small business. It’s a collaborative class where they 
work together and communicate every day, Gosnell 
said.

Handling the class as a small business, the students 
are in charge of the advertising, taking and tracking 
orders and cleaning and preparing skulls. The money 
earned by the program pays for supplies. When one of 
the storage coolers broke, the class paid for its repairs 
from profits.

The class also uses profits for donations to school 
groups that raise money for programs like Make-A-
Wish or the Future Farmers of America and for behav-
ior and work rewards, like creating class sweatshirts.

Gosnell started the Bugs ‘N Bones program 10 

years ago. He’d brought skulls and beetles to his foren-
sic science class to show the beetles’ process and teach 
students about bone identification. When the school 
district asked teachers for class ideas that would teach 
practical small business skills important for living in 
rural Wyoming, Gosnell suggested the skull cleaning 
class idea that would accept animal heads from local 
hunters and prepare them for display.

Each year, more people from surrounding com-
munities bring their skulls to Wind River High 
School. The first year the class cleaned 28 skulls. Last 
year, the class cleaned a record number of skulls, more 
than 375.

“It’s actually pretty impressive what these kids 
crank out,” Gosnell said.

The work begins with a greeting as soon as a 
customer walks in the door. The information is first 
logged in spreadsheets on the computer. Then the 
head they’ve brought in is put into a freezer to kill the 
flies. From there, students skin the head, remove the 
brain matter, eyes and fur before they turn it over to 
the beetles to eat the remaining flesh.

When the beetles have eaten their fill, the students 
use rotary tools to smooth the bone and remove any 
lingering flesh. Next, they whiten the skulls and call 
the customer to reclaim them.

 “You’d have a tough time finding a teacher in this 
building that has not brought (the class) a skull,” said 
Justin Walker, director of student services at Wind 
River High School.

Walker first brought a pronghorn skull to the 
class about eight years ago and has brought in several 
since. It’s not just about supporting the kids. They 
do a professional job and take pride in their work, 
Walker said.

Colton Anderson was one of four seniors this year 
who’d taken the class all four years of high school. 
He heard about the class while in middle school and 
couldn’t wait until he was old enough to sign up. 
In those four years, he’s become more comfortable 
talking to customers and people he doesn’t know. He’s 
also gotten better at skinning, having the opportunity 
in class to work with carcasses that aren’t frequently 
seen in Wyoming, like caribou and alligators.

takes flesh-eating beetles two 
to three days to eat all the 

flesh on a deer skull. It might take the 
tiny black bugs a week to clean an elk 
skull. But a bison skull might provide the 
beetles work for up to three weeks, said 
Skye Sanderson, a student at Wind River High 
School in Pavillion.

It
Gage Williams in Dirk Gosnell’s 

Bugs ‘N Bones class smooths 
out the base of an elk skull 

with a rotary tool. The class 
has been in place for 10 years, 
and last year students cleaned 

more than 375 skulls.
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“You never know what kind of skull is going to 
come through that door,” he said.

Deer skulls are the most common, said Taylor 
Gibson. Her job was tracking each skull from the 
moment it came in the door to when the customer 
picked it up.

They prepared more than 160 deer and about 130 
pronghorn skulls last year, but they also had skulls 
from wolves, bighorn sheep, fox and bison. 

Gibson, who was in her second year in the class, 
started as a skinner, as most students do. An avid hunt-
er, she already knew basic skinning but learned to do 
it more efficiently.

Ethan Jennings took the class for the first time his 
junior year, convinced by his older brother’s recom-
mendation. Jennings already knew how to skin a deer, 
but he’d never skinned a steer, a challenge someone 
dropped off for cleaning.

Jennings later learned other jobs including working 
on the bug-cleaned skulls with a rotary tool. He plans 
to take the class again this year and hopes to continue 
the work.

A hunter, his favorite part of class is seeing what 
people bring in.

“It gives me a taste of what’s out there,” he said.
Occasionally, customers entered through the back 

door of the classroom to pick up skulls during the 
hour-long afternoon class. Students greeted them and 
plucked the skulls from the lines of finished animal 
heads. Consulting a spreadsheet, Gibson could pin-
point which skulls were the customers’ and where they 
were hanging in the rows of completed product.

When one man came to pick up several prong-
horn skulls and students couldn’t locate one, Gosnell 
stopped everything in the classroom and had students 
pull down every skull and check every tag until they 
found it. In 10 years, his class has only lost one skull, 
Gosnell said.

The students take their job seriously and know how 
important it is for people to get back the skull they 
drop off.

Many of the students are hunters and understand 
the emotional value a skull holds. Years before enter-
ing the program, Sanderson, who ran the bug room, 
brought a head from a mule deer she harvested to the 
class. It still hangs on her wall.

It’s pretty cool, she said, to think the work she and 
her classmates have done is now hanging on other 
people’s walls.

— Kelsey Dayton is a freelance writer and editor of  
Outdoors Unlimited, the magazine of the Outdoor Writers 

Association of America.

LIVING SPACE

By Amy Bulger, editor

I galloped my rig over the gravel washboards south of Rawlins as the 
onX chip spoke in color: white square, yellow square, white square. 
It rolled over a different landowner name every mile as I blazed down 
the county road dissecting the public-private checkerboard.
I was scouting a new place for archery elk that was said to be a gem 

for DIY hunters. But the country wasn’t giving way to the classic elk 
habitat I’m familiar with. Had I taken a wrong road?  

The sage flats just kept rolling. Aspens tucked in sidehill drainages 
made promising elk bedding grounds, but seemed only to grow on 
coveted private lands where outfitted hunts go for the equivalent of 
two months or more of an editor’s salary. 

I bore onto a less-trafficked two-track marked by a bullet-ridden 
BLM post with an illegible road number. It was 90 degrees and I was in 
a sage desert, my high hopes of a quality hunt evaporating fast. Maybe 
I’d invested a little too much into what was written about this place? 
I crested every ridge looking for elk nirvana, but the habitat never 
changed. I once harvested a young cow elk in a Colorado landscape 
remarkably similar to this. But that had been complete happen-stance. 

The two-track led me farther into low canyons. I lost cell service. 
The onX chip belched out solid yellow BLM land, and the road turned 
to ghostly ruts with sage growing tall enough down the center to scrape 
the bottom of the truck like nails. No trees. No road signs. 

I was finally getting somewhere.
Deer busted as the sun sank, one or two until their panic spread and 

the sage exploded with bounding muleys. Coyotes ran alongside the 
truck, racing. A pronghorn buck held his ground at 30 yards, eyeing 
me. I found a ridge to camp and watched the valley below fade in the 
red haze of the wildfire sunset. I hadn’t seen another vehicle in eight 
hours. 

Later there were so many stars it was hard to make out the constel-
lations. And the silence that came with the dark was so deep it made 
its own sound, broken by far-off coyotes that chuckled around 11:30, 
when the Perseid meteors began burning overhead. 

In the morning I continued on, bumping 18 miles down another 
back road to a cutoff I wanted to inspect. It was fenced at the end, 
despite the public-yellow onX label. No access now. I turned around, 
headed north, all the way out. 

My hunting partner called while I stopped for fuel in Rawlins. I 
griped about the challenge, how I hadn’t seen one elk, how it was still 
too hot. I talked about turning in my tag for an area with trees. “I don’t 
know about this,” I sighed, perturbed with the highway road-trippers 
jockeying for space at the gas island and mostly with my own lack of 
faith that in two weeks I could turn this into a good hunt. 

I was weighted by the idea that I wanted the coming season to be 
a bigger, better adventure than others have been. It didn’t hit me until 
the outskirts of Cheyenne that such things are hard to see when you’re 
smack in the middle of them. 

In the middle of it
Good news! 

Wyoming Wildlife magazine staff 
earned awards for excellence in 
writing and design this summer. 

In June, editor Amy Bulger 
earned a first-place award for 
column writing in the Outdoor 
Writers Association of America 
Excellence in Craft contest. The 
organization includes freelance 
outdoor writers, editors and 
photographers from around the 
country.  

In July, the magazine earned 
five awards from the Association 
for Conservation Information — an 
organization of state, federal and 
Canadian wildlife conservation 
and natural resource agency 
professionals. Those included:

Writing:
1st place fisheries article — 

“Polishing a Gem,” Amy Bulger 
(April 2017)

1st place destination, historical, 
cultural article — “Progress at 
Pine Creek,” Amy Bulger, Tom 
Annear (July 2017)

3rd place general interest article 
— “Power of the Fly,” Meg 
Poll-Frost (Oct. 2017)

Layout:
2nd place — “Taking the High 

Road,” Justin Joiner (Oct. 2017)
3rd place — “Special Delivery,” 

Justin Joiner (July 2017)

Online:
Game and Fish staff Chris Botkins 
and Sara DiRienzo also won 3rd 
place for website design for the 
online 2017 Wyoming Hunting 
Guide.

Student Dustin Supino  goes to work on an elk skull after the flesh-eating 
beetles have had their fill in Bugs ‘N Bones, a class at Wind River High School 
in Pavillion. Aside from the hands-on experience with mounts, the students 
also learn about running a small business since the skulls they work with 
come from public customers.
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