
 Helping to Get our Kids
(and ourselves) Unstuck

By 
Carol A. Kelly

     n a lovely day last spring, a school group 
came to the Nature Center for a program 
entitled ñStream Stompò.  Yes, the students 
walk in the stream as they look for various 
creatures like crayýsh, mayþy nymphs, 
and crane þy larvae.  They turn over rocks 

hoping to discover salamander eggs or shelters constructed to 
house caddisþy larvae. You may be thinking, ñThese must be 
middle school science students.ò  Actually these are kinder-
gartners from a public school armed with kitchen sieves trying 
their best to ýnd out what lives in our local stream.  As the 
children found live examples, they added them to the groupôs 
collecting tray and learned their names and habits.  As the 
children gathered around the Park Naturalist, Wayne Henderek, 
one boy proceeded to play in the stream joyfully, stomping 
through the water and gleefully stopping to splash water on 
his face.  As I waved to the child to join us as we looked in 
the collecting tray, the boyôs teacher said,  ñOh, itôs okay, let 
him explore. He has never seen this before.ò  It turned out that 
this young boy had been found living on his own, an orphan, a 
street child, in a city in a faraway place.  Seeing such unbridled 

joy in nature made me stop and think about how much we take 
these blessings of water, wildlife, and air for granted and how we 
and our children donôt take time to experience them directly.

The natural environment offers a multitude of opportunities 
for kids to express their creativity. Nature art, photography, 
poetry, building simple sand castles on the beach or the con-
struction of a debris shelter are all potential creative outlets.

 Letôs take a look at the way our youngsters use their free 
time.  According to a report done by the Kaiser Family Founda-
tion our kids spend about forty-ýve hours per week in front of 
some type of electronic screen. (continued next page)
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 This may be more hours than their parents spend at work!  The 
sedentary lifestyle has contributed to rising rates of obesity and 
childhood diabetes.   The doubling of childhood obesity rates 
adds about 100 billion dollars annually to health care costs (Na-
tional Wildlife Magazine June/July, 2009 p.33)  In addition our 
children are not developing into environmentally literate citizens.  
Is this important?  Letôs consider that the ecology, which is the 
foundation for our economy is showing signs of stress (Weil-
bacher, 2009)  Scientists point to data showing global climate 
change with species and habitat loss as foreboding problems.  
An environmentally literate citizen is one who is ñknowledge-
able concerning the biophysical environment and its associated 
problems, aware of how to solve these problems and motivated to 
work toward their solutionò ( Stapp: 1969 p.30).  Do our young 
people know how their houses are heated or cooled? Do they 
know where their trash goes?  Can they name some common 
birds or native plants in their yard? At the Nature Center we are 
often asked if our live honey bees, turtles, or milk snake are real.

The link between human health and na-
ture goes back over 2000 years to the 
ancient Chinese, Mesopotamians, and 

Egyptians where the idea that landscapes 
and /or a garden could have a curative af-

fect and add to the quality of  life

 Richard Louv in his land mark 2005 book, Last Child 
in the Woods- Saving our Children from Nature Deý cit Disorder, 
makes a compelling case that higher rates of physical and some 
emotional problems may be due to an increasing alienation from 
nature This generation may be the ý st to spend less time outside 
than the previous one.  Louv makes the case that decreased time 
in nature is contributing to diminished senses and attention dif-
ý culties.
 New research seems to be coný rming Louvôs assertions.  
In reviewing a sizeable and growing body of data, one ý nds an 
abundance of material.  An especially revealing study was done 
by the American Institute for Research and submitted to the 
California Department of Education. The study focused on at risk 
youth 56% of whom had never been in a natural setting.  It was 
found that the students who spent a week in an outdoor setting 
showed a 21.7% increase in the mastery of science concepts, 
enhanced cooperation and conþ ict resolution skills, gains in 
self esteem, problem solving, motivation to learn and improved 
classroom behavior over the control group who did not have the 
outdoor experience.  Dr. Frances E. Kuo of the University of 
Chicago Urbana-Champaign and Dr. Andrea Faber Taylor with 
Dr. William C. Sullivan have researched the positive effects of 

green space on peopleôs lives especially children with attention 
deý cit disorder. One study was designed to test two hypotheses: 
1) After being in a green setting attention deý cit symptoms are 
more manageable than after activities in other settings and 2) 
In general, a childôs attention deý cit symptoms become more 
manageable as the everyday environment becomes greener.  The 
results were positive for both hypotheses (Kuo, Taylor, Sullivan, 
2001). Dr. Stephen Kellert, Professor of Social Ecology of Yale 
University writes that play in nature is important to children 
especially during the period of middle childhood.  This type 
of play has shown to be beneý cial in developing creativity and 
problem-solving skills as well as fostering emotional and intel-
lectual development. (Kellert, 2005)

 The link between human health and nature goes back 
over 2000 years to the ancient Chinese, Mesopotamians, and 
Egyptians where the idea that landscapes and /or a garden could 
have a curative affect and add to the quality of  life.  Today 
horticulture, healing gardens and also pet therapies have become 
part of health care.  E.O. Wilson, a Harvard scientist and prize-
winning author, has noted the human urge to afý liate with other 
forms of life in the book, The Biophila Hypothesis.  Wilson has 
stated that the more we know of other forms of life, the more 
we enjoy and respect ourselves. An article in the Trenton Times 
(Feb 18, 2008) states that researchers in the United States, Scan-
dinavia, and Britain have found increased health beneý ts such 
as less stress, depression and anger with enhanced moods and 
self-esteem when one exercises out-of-doors.  ñGreenò exercise 
provides health beneý ts such as a drop in blood pressure as well 
as psychological beneý ts. 

Aquatic activities such as stream, pond and river explora-
tions afford great opportunities for kids to connect with 
nature as well as with Mom and Dad.
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literacy at all levels ranging from individuals and families to 
educational institutions, religious groups, government ofýces 
and agencies and cultural and historic organizations.  In 1996 the 
Environmental Education Act was passed which among many 
other things, directed the State Board of Education to integrate 
environmental education into the stateôs curriculum framework, 
proýciencies and assessments. Currently national legislators are 
working on a proposal entitled, ñNo Child Left Insideò, as part 
of the No Child Left Behind Act.  In the NCLI proposal, funding 
will be make available to train teachers to deliver environmental 
education programs using the local environment.  Environmental 
education will be integrated across core subjects and schools will 
be encouraged to make time and resources available for environ-
mental education for all students.  States will be given incentives 
to develop state environmental literacy plans. With a master plan 
already in place, New Jersey is ready to move ahead.  

     In the end however, it is up to us to pull ourselves and our 
kids away from the TV and computer screens and move outdoors.  
Try kite þying, biking, canoeing, photography, or just walking in 
a stream, forest, ýeld or river after enjoying a picnic.  Observe 
birds and let your imagination go as you watch clouds þoat by.  
These activities can make some memorable moments as we ex-
perience the awe and joy of being part of such a magniýcent and 
diverse creation.
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 Some adults lament that ñitôs not like it was when I was 
a kidò but thankfully there are many people working hard to give 
our children more direct experience outside.  The WCSP Na-
ture Center runs family programs throughout the year as well as 
programs for school groups, camp groups, scouts and others upon 
request.  These programs can be as varied as a night hike, pond 
study, shelter building, making natural dyes, or building a rope 
bridge to give a few examples of the thirty-eight programs from 
which to choose.  Rick Van Noy, author and university professor, 
has fond memories of coming to the Nature Center and playing in 
Washington Crossing State Park and the Delaware River. In his 
book, A Natural Sense of Wonder: Connecting Kids with Nature 
through the Seasons, he shares the goal of awakening the awe in 
nature. Van Noy uses a quote by Rachel Carson stating the hope 
that children be given  ña sense of wonder so indestructible that 
it would last throughout life, as an unfailing antidote against the 
boredom and  disenchantments of later years, the sterile preoc-
cupation with things that are artiýcial, the alienation from the 
sources of our strengthò (Carson: 1956).   For Van Noy, it all 
started here in the park with time to freely explore and discover, 
playing out imaginary roles and taking on new adventures, lead-
ing to his lifelong appreciation.

Sometimes a sunny ýeld and a butterþy net are the only in-
gredients necessary in the recipe for unbridled joy.

 At the state level, New Jersey is fortunate to have had 
a master plan for environmental education since 1993. The plan 
is being revised and updated by the Interagency Work Group 
and the New Jersey Commission on Environmental Education. 
This master plan encourages the development of environmental 



2 Heavy rains in August have caused some erosion along park 
trails. Hikers should exercise caution when walking on these 
trails. Flooding in the Steele Run has also resulted in severe 
streambed erosion as well as damage in the Open Air Theater 
area and along the trails in the ravine behind the Nature Center. 
Park staff have repaired the damage.

2 It has been a big year for monarch butterþies in the vicinity 
of WCSP. At this writing, the monarchs are winding down with 
breeding activites and are starting to migrate to their wintering 
grounds in the Sierra Madres near Mexico City.

2 WCSP is experiencing a bumper crop of wild nuts such as 
hickory and acorns after a sparse season last year. The NJ Forest 
Tree Nursery relies on the assistance of volunteers to collect 
acorns for use in growing new trees in their ñSeeds to Trees 
Acorn Programò. We appreciate folks who collect acorns, sort 
them by species and put them in plastic gallon milk containers 
with the caps left off. The WCSP Nature Center is a collection 
point for these acorns. Please put the acorn containers in the col-
lecting box by the facilityôs front door.

2 The Open Air Theater performed the ñWizard of Ozò, the only 
show of the season on the weekend of Aug 8&9.  The play was 
organized by the Downtown Players of Lambertville.  The 2009 
season was lighter than normal due to a delay in terminating the 
contract of the 2008 concessionaire.  Meetings are already in the 
works for next year so more shows can be offered to the public.
 
2 The Johnson Ferry House recently had an upgrade to its his-
torically-correct picket fence that surrounds the period þower/
vegetable garden.  The old fence was full of  holes which allowed 
too many deer a chance to munch on the plants.

2 The WCSP Nature Center offered numerous programs to 
camp groups, scout groups as well as to the general public over 
the summer. Night hikes, family nature walks, pond, stream and 
river studies, compass activities, shelter building, natural dyes, 
nature crafts and ropes activities were all on tap. School, scout, 
and home school groups who would be interested in visiting the 
facility to participate in an outdoor education program should 
give us a call. We are presently scheduling groups for the upcom-
ing fall and winter.
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Carol Kelly spent many years teaching environmental education and sci-
ence in the Hopewell Valley Regional School District. A former member of 
the NJ Environmental Education Commission, she is currently employed 
at WCSP as a Seasonal Interpretive Specialist.

Volunteer Notes
Jim Silk, Hamilton, gave a ýne presentation in stone tool making 
in the Paleolithic Era.

Alex Dovgala-Carr and Megan McMichael of Cadette Girl 
Scout Troop 70682, Ewing, provided a workshop for younger 
Girl Scouts entitled ñEco-Heroesò. The workshop was a require-
ment for the girlôs Silver Award. Alex and Megan also left an 
Eco-Heroes learning packet with lesson plans, activities and 
some materials here in the Nature Center for use by other scouts. 
The ring binder is available upon request.

Nettie Rekowski, Ewing, and Priscilla Damiani, Ewing, 
brushed and cleaned up the Yellow Dot Trail.

Terri Miller, West Trenton, Aaron Frankel, Hopewell, and Net-
tie assisted at the Nature Center in various capacities including 
stafýng the facility.

The Garden Club of Trenton has adopted the Nelson House 
(our two-story structure next to the river that actually is the re-
mains of a larger 19th century hotel) and has been doing general 
garden upkeep.  They are volunteering to pay the cost of fence 
and þower garden construction at the front entrance to the house.

Around the Park
2 The relatively cool wet summer weather seems to have set 
back somewhat, the blooming of certain wildþower species and 
the development of certain wild fruits. Also, persistant rain has 
caused vernal ponds and seasonal streams (which normally dry 
up in summer) to retain water throughout the season.
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