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It was a bittersweet day that Saturday 

morning as my husband and I traversed 

the 1000 miles home 

from Shelburne 

Farms. We were sad 

to leave the beautiful 

state of Vermont 

behind, but excited 

to see our four chil-

dren. We were 

bummed to bid fare-

well to the mountains and the lake and 

say hello to flat cornfields and work, but 

anxious to harvest the Cherokee Purple 

tomatoes waiting for us in our front yard 

garden. On the trip to Burlington, Ver-

mont from Bloomington, Illinois we had 

traveled the pricey toll roads along Lake 

Erie, but never saw the lake. Instead, gi-

ant concrete pylons framed our course. 

We met construction traffic that had us 

stopped behind miles of vehicles, adding 

hours to our trip. So to avoid such frustra-

tions on the return home, we opted for 

the scenic byway through the Catskill 

Mountains, stopping to explore the small 

towns and 

villages 

along the 

way.  

 

This should 

have been a 

wonderful 

end to an 

inspirational conference week at Shel-

burne Farms for Community Works Sum-

mer Institute on Service-Learning. The 

views should have refreshed my soul and 

prepared me for the real life waiting back 

home, but I didn’t look out the window 

and appreciate our scenic drive through 

south-central New York. Instead, I spent 

at least six hours staring at multiple 

screens in an attempt at confidence in 

reliable directions, to locate a hotel for 

the evening, and find gluten-free food 

options.  

We become soused to technology as the an-

swer that we don’t even think about the alter-

natives. I want to remind my students that 

there are alternatives. I hope to engage them 

with our monotone landscape and together, 

learn to appreciate the beauty of our “place.”  



  a project of Shelburne Farms                                   

Letter from SSP 
 

 

Hello! 

 

For many educators summer is traditionally 

a time of reflection and renewal.  This sum-

mer was no exception, and in this issue we 

will share reflections from many of the fan-

tastic educators we had the opportunity to 

work with this summer. 

 

As the newest member of the SSP team, I 

found this summer to be an especially ex-

citing and enriching time.  I had the oppor-

tunity to experience many of our profes-

sional development offerings, both as a 

participant and as a facilitator.  It never 

ceases to amaze me how essential the time 

for making new connections and sharing 

our experiences can be— without fail, the 

most significant part of any quality profes-

sional development experience is the op-

portunity to meet fellow educators and 

share our stories.   In July, Shelburne Farms 

hosted Community  

 

 

 

 

Works Institute’s Service-Learning Institute.  

Twenty educators from across the country 

gathered for five days of learning and re-

flection.  Later that month, Jen Cirillo pre-

sented at Children’s Environmental Literacy 

Foundation’s annual summer conference.  

In August, SSP convened our 5
th

 Education 

for Sustainability Institute, which featured 

several local EFS teacher-leaders …. mean-

while, Shelburne Farms was host to nine 

weeks of summer camp programming, con-

necting children to the land.  All in all, it 

was a fruitful summer.  Plans are underway 

to expand Shelburne Farms’ EFS profes-

sional development opportunities for next 

summer.  Stay tuned for details, and in the 

meantime, we hope you enjoy this issue. 

 

Best,                

Emily Hoyler 

Shelburne Farms 

1611 Harbor Rd. 

Shelburne, VT 05482 

802-985-0331 
www.sustainableschoolsproject.org 

www.shelburnefarms.org  

 

Jen Cirillo 

Professional Development 

Director 

jcirillo@shelburnefarms.org 

 

Sarah Kadden 

SSP Educator 

skadden@shelburnefarms.org 

 

Tiffany Tillman 

ttillman@shelburnefarms.org 

 

Emily Hoyler 

Curriculum Specialist 

ehoyler@shelburnefarms.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

We are profoundly thankful for the 

dedicated partners and generous sup-

porters of  the Sustainable Schools Pro-

ject, including: 

A.D. Henderson Foundation 

The Bay and Paul Foundations 

Jan and David Blittersdorf Foundation 

Jessie B. Cox Charitable Trust 

Starbucks Foundation 

The Nathan Cummings Foundation 

The Redducs Foundation 

Turrell Fund 

United States Environmental Protection 

Agency 

Vermont Community Foundation 

Special thanks to Fred Bay and the 

Burlington School District whose com-

mitment to education for sustainability 

makes this project possible. 

     During the 

Education for 

Sustainability 

Institute in 

July, partici-

pants spent 

time working 

on posters 

that displayed 

the projects 

they were 

planning to 

carry out this 

year.  Here, 

participant 

Joe Phillips 

uses the 

Healthy 

Neighbor-

hoods/

Healthy Kids 

model to plan 

a student in-

vestigation of 

‘what makes a 

community 

healthy and 

sustainable.’ 
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Usually I feel like a deer caught in the 

headlights when people ask why I 

homeschool my children.  I want to 

hook them from my first word but 

not proselytize; wax poetic about the 

benefits to learning, but not talk until 

eyes glaze over.  When I recently 

learned about the model of educating 

for sustainability, I found a new way 

to respond to these inquiries: the 

Education for Sustainability (EFS) 

framework mapped perfectly onto 

the reasons I haven't enrolled my kids 

in school and we "learn all the time" 

together.  

 

For my children, learning is guided by 

time outside, real world connections, 

and driven by interests.  It is hands-

on, project-based, and weaves in sys-

tems thinking and the Big Ideas of 

Sustainability.  The curriculum is or-

ganically integrated, place-based, and 

full of service learning opportunities.  

A bird sighting might lead to a library 

search, which could spur an art pro-

ject, and ends in a lemonade stand to 

benefit a wildlife rehab program.  It 

has been easy to repackage our fam-

ily's passion for sustainability into 

Education for Sustainability on a daily 

basis! 

As a teacher working on reli-

censure, I was lucky enough to 

join 25 other gifted educators 

for the EFS  Institute at Shel-

burne Farms this summer.  

Educators I respect had told 

me that it was a wonderful 

professional development 

activity, and indeed, we all left 

with sharper skills, renewed 

commitment, and lots of new 

resources and connections.   

The setting and mission of 

Shelburne Farms was inspirational, 

the activities focused and valuable, 

and our time together very produc-

tive. 

 

While the other 

professionals 

planned units 

and discussed 

changes they'd 

like to make at 

their schools, I 

used my reflection and work time to 

brainstorm projects and field trips 

that I can lead with other 

homeschoolers in the area; and to 

think about ways to be more explicit 

in my language and in the framing of 

essential questions in the work my 

children and I are already engaged 

in .  One thing I love about 

homeschooling is how organic you 

can be – we don't need to distinguish 

between, advocate for, or justify to 

anyone our service learning, our out-

of-the building time, or the effect on 

test scores that our 

learning will have. 

 

At the same time, as 

a former- and possi-

bly future- public 

school teacher, I am 

grateful for the 

work of talented and passionate edu-

cators coming together in community 

to try to bring the wisdom of Educa-

tion for Sustainability back to more 

and more students. 

 

Valerie Wood-Lewis attended Shel-

burne Farms’ Education for Sustain-

ability Institute in July 2011.  

Homeschooling & Education for Sustainability:  

A Perfect Match 
By Valerie Wood-Lewis 

The EFS framework mapped per-

fectly onto the reasons I haven't 

enrolled my kids in school and 

we "learn all the time" together.   

Photos by Valerie Wood-Lewis 
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(continued from page 1) 

Technology should offer convenient, 

quick, detailed information to be used 

on a moment’s notice, right? The perk is 

that we don’t have to “know” anything! 

The computer knows all and we expect 

the computer to serve us, when in the 

end, we typically serve the computer. I 

gave those screens my mountain views 

and small New York towns. Needless to 

say the relationship was not a reciprocal 

one. I have a slight memory of yelling at 

the GPS for being outdated and shutting 

off unexpectedly and perhaps even curs-

ing a bit at my new smartphone for be-

ing so extremely 

slow. But there was a 

revelation in the an-

ger. I had made a 

typical twenty---first 

century American 

mistake--- I placed all 

of my trust and reliance on a piece of 

technology and none on the people in 

the car.  

 

Before attending the Institute I hadn’t 

completely bought into the whole Educa-

tion for Sustainability thing. Our college 

had offered a faculty study group on this 

topic twice. The first time I passed it over 

assuming they were going to tell me I 

couldn’t print out student papers any-

more and that everything would have to 

be done electronically. I’m still an old 

fashioned, book in my hand kind of girl 

who likes the smell of antiquated pages 

and dusty covers, so to read solely on a 

screen goes against my beliefs as an Eng-

lish teacher. The second time it was of-

fered was the semester before the Insti-

tute in Vermont, so I decided to enroll. 

My passion was service-learning because 

it felt right, came naturally to me and it 

worked. I hadn’t thought of it as part of 

sustainability.  

 

During our study group discussions, I 

found myself routinely playing devil’s 

advocate. I was uncomfortable, mostly, 

with the stigma associated with the term 

“sustainability” (I didn’t see myself as an 

extreme environmentalist pushing my 

views on others). Further, it has never 

been my style to use the classroom as a 

vehicle for recruiting young minds into 

my personal value system and it seemed 

that this is what my colleagues wanted 

to see happen. Plus, an underlying, yet 

unattractive truth about myself was re-

vealed: I had been trying to entertain my 

college students and please them in the 

same way the media and popular culture 

do. They didn’t want to be in a composi-

tion class, so I appealed to their twenty-

first century, tech-obsessed mindsets. 

Class took place on a very high-tech cam-

pus in fully equipped computer labs. We 

stayed in the classroom, used the tech-

nology and I encouraged them to recycle 

unwanted 

paper.  

For me, 

though, this 

teaching 

approach 

was like 

trying to eat a Facebook Farmville veg-

gie! I have not once walked away from 

technology feeling fulfilled. Rarely do I 

walk away without the frustration that 

comes from serving a screen that didn’t 

fulfill its promises. Yet, it is much too 

easy to get caught up in the fast-paced, 

techno-

logical 

advances 

of our 

modern 

society, 

and in 

doing so, 

become 

completely disconnected with nature 

and one another. Even after a week im-

mersed in the ethics of sustainability, of 

connecting with Lake Champlain through 

walks along the rocky shores and a pri-

vate swim on Friday evening, even after 

a week focused on reading, discussing 

and living the importance of sustainabil-

ity, I was sucked in by the screens the 

very day we left. 

 

For me as both a person and a teacher, 

the Institute meant a complete buy-in to 

Education for Sustainability. The road 

trip home helped me to understand that 

teaching in this manner isn’t about push-

ing environmentalism on influential 

young minds; it is about helping them 

reconnect with their place and each 

other. We need to learn balance; I don’t 

believe that technology is all bad, but 

the way it defines our lives is not good. 

Sometimes, old school is better school. 

Hands-on, apprenticeship-style learning 

beats filling in bubbles any day. Passing 

down wisdom about medicinal herbs and 

edible weeds will sustain longer than 

instructions on how to use that new 

smart phone that is sure to be outdated 

in a few months. I want to share the im-

portance of sustainability with my stu-

dents by providing them with place-

based service-learning projects that 

speak for themselves. 

 

My experience of renewal and revelation 

happened when I found Lake Champlain, 

and my childhood joy of connecting with 

another lake more than a thousand miles 

away came flooding back to me. I hadn’t 

experienced a true relationship with na-

ture since I was nine, riding my Big 

Wheel down the huge hills of my 

Grandpa’s southern Missouri cabin on 

Truman Lake. Suddenly I remembered 

waking to the sounds of bluebirds, the 

smell of smoke 

from burning 

leaf piles, the 

sight of my skin, 

marked by 

squares from 

laying in the 

hammock too 

long, staring up 

at the shafts of light sneaking through 

old oak trees. I saw the catfish being 

cleaned on the fish shaped board, fins 

held down by a large silver clip. I was 

again traipsing through the woods hunt-

ing mushrooms with my mom and jump-

ing off the dock to swim in our water 

hole with the cousins. The closest thing 

to technology we had at the cabin was 

an old 8-track player and the Grease 

soundtrack. In those days at Grandpa’s 

cabin I learned to “be.” I existed with 

nature, not in spite of it, in control of it 

or against it.  

 

(continued on page 10) 

Sometimes, old school is better school. Hands-

on, apprenticeship-style learning beats filling in 

bubbles any day. Passing down wisdom about 

medicinal herbs and edible weeds will sustain 

longer than instructions on how to use that new 

smart phone. 

I had made a typical twenty---first century 

American mistake--- I placed all of my trust 

and reliance on a piece of technology and 

none on the people in the car.  



Eco-Card: Nishinomiya Japan 
By Jen Cirillo 
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In 1998, Shelburne Farms, representatives from 

the Vermont Department of Education, and local 

educators visited colleagues at LEAF: Learning 

and Ecological Activities Foundation for Children 

in Nishinomiya, Japan. (http://leaf.or.jp/

e100index.htm)  There, they were so inspired by 

the community and school-based sustainability 

initiatives that they returned to Vermont to 

deepen their work in Education for Sustainability 

(EFS).  They pursued the development of a sus-

tainability standard (now standard number 3.9 

found in Vermont’s Framework of Learning Stan-

dards) and took home several great project 

ideas.  In addition, the cities of Burlington, VT 

and Nishinomiya signed a 

joint communiqué as 

“Environmental Learning 

Cities” in 2003 with the 

goal of promoting shared 

learning and participation 

of citizens in creating more sustainability and 

ecologically healthy communities.   

 

Another one of the ideas that was brought back 

to Vermont was the “Eco-Card”, a community 

passport of sorts that engages youth and com- 

munity members in environmentally friendly 

activities in their communities.   

 

The “Eco-Card” has been used by tens of thou-

sands of school-aged children in Nishinomiya, a 

city of 476,000.   It is intended to reconnect 

schools, families and community and has been 

successfully implemented across all grade levels.   

 

Now the “Eco-Card” will be featured in a text-

book for Junior High Schools all over Japan.  The 

text book company will have a newly edited ver-

sion ready for the next academic year starting in 

April 2012.  A word-for-word translation into 

English should be 

available in the near 

future.   

 

 

For more information 

on LEAF, the “Eco-Card”, and the City of Nishino-

miya see “Realizing Education for Sustainable 

Development in Japan: the Case of Nishinomiya 

City at http://www.tc.edu/cice/

Issues/07.02/72yoshizumi_miyaguchi.pdf  
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Burlington Vermont’s 

Version of the Eco-Card:  

the Legacy Card 
 

Colleen Cowell and Georgine 

Gregory, both teachers at 

Champlain Elementary School, 

created two versions of a 

“Legacy Card” that was based 

on the “Eco-Card” format but 

with a Burlington, Vermont 

twist – local food and busi-

nesses that promote sustain-

ability. The “Legacy Card” pro-

pelled students out into the 

community to learn about 

sustainability initiatives, and 

in its second iteration focused 

specifically on local food.   

 

In 2005, teachers at Lawrence 

Barnes (now the Sustainability 

Academy) created an “Old 

North End Legacy Card” that 

focused on sustainability in 

their neighborhood.  The 

“Legacy Cards” all had activi-

ties and reflection questions 

for students and families to 

explore.  Each month students 

visited a featured business or 

organization with their fami-

lies, as part of the school day 

or in an after-school club.  

Local organizations sponsored 

students’ visits and had a spe-

cial sign in their window 

showing that they supported 

the “Legacy Card”.  The stu-

dents, upon completion of an 

outlined activity, would re-

ceive a stamp from the busi-

ness owner, tour leader, or 

teacher.  In the end the 

“Legacy Card” would be full of 

stamps showing how students 

had traveled around the com-

munity learning first-hand 

about sustainability and there 

would be a great community 

celebration.  This celebration 

was also modeled after LEAF’s 

community-wide celebration.   

These images are the covers of the textbook of Civics of Social Studies for Junior High Schools 

published by Nihon Bunkyou Shuppan  

“Eco-Card:” a community passport of sorts 

that engages youth and community members 

in environmentally friendly activities in their 

communities.   
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Resource Review Compiled & Written by Tiffany Tillman  

  
One Hundred Is a Family  

One Hundred Is a Family written by Pam 

Muñoz Ryan is a rhyming counting book 

that explores the big idea of community 

by asking, “How large or small is a family 

and who makes up this core community 

with whom most of us spend the bulk of 

our lives?”  Each number shows a differ-

ent family doing an activity together, 

such as “FIVE is a family planting seed-

lings in the ground,” and “SEVEN is a fam-

ily keeping traditions of the past.”  Espe-

cially as numbers increase after 10, we 

see the make-up of a family changing into 

a community-family as, for example, 

“FIFTY is a family mending after an angry 

wind” and “SIXTY is a family sharing a 

neighborhood street.”  These illustrations 

show an entire community coming to-

gether to help each other or enjoy spend-

ing time together. 

Cheerful illustrations depict multicultural 

characters engaging in a variety of activi-

ties.  There is a myriad of stories shown 

on each page, especially as the people 

increase with each number.  Readers will 

enjoy looking at every detail.  One Hun-

dred Is a Family ends with its title connec-

tion:  “ONE 

HUNDRED is a 

family caring 

for the fragile 

universe…and 

making life 

better for 

every ONE on 

earth.”  This is 

a great book 

to share when 

celebrating 

family and 

community, and asking students how 

families, schools, and communities help 

each other!   

This review was excerpted and adapted 

from http://

readforsustainability.wordpress.com/ , 

which is written by the Sustainability 

Academy’s librarian, Susanna Paterson.  

Visit this blog regularly to learn of more 

children’s books related to the Big Ideas 

of Sustainability. 

 

  

Mother Nature’s Child  
Mother Nature’s Child, a film by Camilla 

Rockwell, explores the role of nature in 

children’s health and development - from 

early childhood through adolescence.  

The film re-

calls a time 

when children 

played freely 

outside from 

dawn until 

dusk and com-

ments on the 

effects of 

“nature deficit 

disorder” to-

day.  It asks 

questions 

about play 

based learning, risk-taking and healthy 

child development, the importance and 

role of unstructured play outdoors, urban 

nature connections, and educating for 

the whole child. 

The film features experts in child devel-

opment, environmental education, na-

ture awareness, brain development and 

research, education, and adolescent lead-

ership.  Experts such as David Sobel and 

Jon Young add commentary and insight 

into the importance of connecting with 

the natural environment and developing 

a sense of place.  Preschool children from 

Beyond the Walls in Washington, DC in-

spire educators to break down the walls 

of the classroom and get children out-

side.   

After watching the 57 minutes of children 

laughing and playing in nature ,one will 

surely remember that a deep connection 

to that which sustains us is imperative to 

healthy development and a sustainable 

future. 

 

Young Children and the  

Environment:  Early Education for 

Sustainability  
Young Children and the Environment:  

Early Education for Sustainability by Julie 

Davis is a book for pre-service and prac-

ticing early childhood educators, teacher 

educators, policy makers, and educa-

tional leaders who aspire to infuse Educa-

tion for Sustainability into their practice, 

pedagogy and policies.  The book features 

collections of theory, research, practical 

application and ethics on early childhood 

Education for Sustainability (EFS) with a 

focus on education IN the environment, 

education ABOUT the environment, and 

education FOR the environment.  Davis, 

an expert in early childhood environ-

mental and sustainability education, tack-

les the controversial issue of young chil-

dren and their ability to understand and/

or address environmental problems by 

stating that it is unethical to shelter 

young children from the environmental 

and contemporary issues which they will 

inherit as their future and are most likely 

already aware of.  The book provides ex-

amples of chil-

dren’s interest in 

and ideas about 

such problems and 

their plans for ad-

dressing them.  

Davis believes that 

even the youngest 

of children are 

capable of complex 

thinking and have a 

right to practice 

decision-making and community plan-

ning. 

Other chapters pertain to leadership for 

sustainability and systematic approaches 

for using the lens of sustainability to 

transform campus practices and culture, 

curriculum, and community partnerships.  

Case Studies and examples from Australia 

provide rich documentation of how the 

early childhood sector is rediscovering 

the need for children to connect with and 

be immersed in nature and community. 

Early Childhood EFS is a new and emerg-

ing field in the US, and Julie Davis’s docu-

mentation and articulation of Australia’s 

early childhood EFS work is a great re-

source as we work to infuse sustainability 

into every sector of our educational sys-

tem. 

Cambridge University Press, 2010, ISBN 

0521736129, 320 pages, available for 

$59.95 from Cambridge University Press 
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What They Did on Their Summer Vacation 
By Sarah Kadden 

 

“Make me a jaguar.  No. No! Make me a 

deer.  I live in the meadow!  I eat berries 

and grass and popsicles!” 

 

“I am going to be a coyote. But I have a 

pink nose.” 

 

I was a coyote, too, and we had with us 

a few rabbits, a chipmunk, a dog, three 

horses and at least one penguin (we 

made an ecological exception for the 

penguin).  It was a fairly typical after-

noon at summer camp here at Shel-

burne Farms, and we were exploring, 

playing, and building homes in the for-

est. 

 

Summer is such a wonderful time for 

children to learn through play, and 

camp can provide a magical place where 

play, supported learning, and socializa-

tion coalesce.  With out the confines of 

a school building or an academic calen-

dar, with a variety of other children and 

the opportunities that alternative learn-

ing spaces allow, children have the 

chance to learn about the world around 

them through imagination, socialization, 

interaction, and direct observation. 

  

But don’t take my word for it.  Here are 

reflections on summer camp by two of 

our “graduates.”  Flannery Raabe is 14 

years old and lives in Waunakee, Wis-

consin.  Silva Warren, also 14, lives in 

South Hero, Vermont.  They have spent 

the last three summers together at Be-

yond the Barn camp, a week-long over-

night camp for 10-14 year olds on Shel-

burne Farms, though both of them have 

been visiting the Farms and participat-

ing in summer programs since they 

were toddlers.  This summer was their 

last as campers, as next year they will 

be 15. 

 

Flannery: 

I love absolutely everything about camp, 

but some of my favorite things were 

morning milking, moving the cows, and  

 

just getting to spend time with all the  

animals. I love sitting around the camp-

fire making s’mores with everyone, too, 

and playing Capture the Flag.  I think 

that it’s amazing how many new oppor-

tunities camp has provided me, things I 

would not have gotten to do otherwise. 

  

Every time I’ve been to camp has been a 

little bit different, with new campers 

and counselors, and new activities. 

Every year, there has been something 

new that I’ve never tried before, things 

that I often find I really love. One thing 

we did that was completely different 

this year was getting to visit the raptors, 

and it was amazing to learn about eve-

rything, especially the Great Horned Owl 

we got to see. 

  

My absolute favorite thing about camp 

is morning milking, and getting to swim 

right after. Swimming right after milking 

is great because you get to swim as the 

sun rises, and the water reflects the 

sun’s light, making everything look even 

more beautiful. Camp has been an 

amazing part of my summer, and I hope 

everyone else who gets a chance to go 

can have as much fun as I have. 

 

 

 

Silva: 

Every summer at the end of Beyond the 

Barn the counselors ask us to think 

about what our highlight of the week is. 

The answer really is everything. I love 

being awake almost before the farm as 

we bike to the dairy for morning milking. 

I love seeing the sunrise reflect over the 

Adirondacks and the sleeping Inn. I love 

swimming at 7 am and seeing the Farm 

from dawn ‘till dusk. I love seeing the 

Farmyard after the last wagon has gone 

when it is just us and the animals. I love 

the philosophical discussions we have 

about what we should celebrate or what 

living off the land really means. I love 

how I have made friends, working hard, 

joking, laughing, burning our marshmal-

lows, and capturing flags. I love living 

outside. I am very glad I got to spend 

part of my growing up on the Farm, 

from Adventures, to Farm camp, to Dis-

covery camp, and Beyond the Barn and I 

can’t wait to Steward-in Training next 

year! 

 

Shelburne Farms offers a variety of sum-

mer camp experiences  that immerse  

four- to fourteen-year-olds in agricul-

ture, the outdoors, and play. 

 

Beyond the Barn campers reflect on their week. 
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Making Sustainability and Service-Learning Mesh in the 

Classroom 
by Natalie LaRose 

A major theme of sustainability is im-

proving the quality of life for all. One 

way in which my classroom is going to 

improve the quality of life for all is 

through a service-learning project  

planned during my professional devel-

opment time at Shelburne Farms for 

the Community Works Institute’s  

(CWI) on Service-Learning. The project 

aligns with the first history unit of the 

school year:  “North Street Then and 

Now.” Over the course of the unit, stu-

dents will learn about the history of 

North Street, the street on which their 

school is located. North Street is lo-

cated in Burlington, Vermont’s Old 

North End, an area with rich cultural 

diversity and history, but also tradition-

ally an economically challenged area of 

the city.   

 

I teach 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 grade at the Sustain-

ability Academy in Burlington, Ver-

mont,  the nation’s first K-5 magnet 

school with a sustainability theme. The 

Sustainability Academy is one-of-a-

kind, in that sustainability is integrated 

into our curriculum, campus practices, 

and culture. Our partner Shelburne 

Farms’ Sustainable Schools Project has 

supported our efforts for a number of 

years now.  

 

At the Sustainability Academy, we en-

gage young citizens to make a differ-

ence in the community by exploring 

our diverse society, our local economy, 

and the environment through hands-

on projects. We define sustainability as 

‘shared responsibility for improving 

quality of life for all— economically, 

socially and environmentally— now 

and for future generations.’ Every day 

students experience the theme of sus-

tainability. Students explore their com-

munity, learn about food and nutrition 

by visiting local farms and gardens, 

help build a school garden, compost in 

the classroom and cafeteria, recycle, 

and eat locally grown food.  

When I look back on the week of train-

ing at there is one aspect of the experi-

ence that will remain in my mind for 

some time to come. It was a reassuring 

feeling to be 

surrounded 

by educators 

who shared 

the same 

priorities and ideals that I do. I felt a 

strong sense of purpose and camara-

derie in being surrounded by others 

who are planning extraordinary ser-

vice-learning projects —educators who 

are committed to witnessing their stu-

dents succeed in the community. 

Working and learning with passionate 

educators reinforced the drive in me to 

provide the greatest service-

learning experience to my 

students.   

 

I had two goals in signing up 

for this Institute. The first was 

for me to gain a better under-

standing of the difference 

between community service 

and service-learning, the sec-

ond was to learn how I could 

incorporate service-learning 

into my already packed cur-

riculum. I feared that service-

learning would be an add-on 

that I would not have time 

for. As I reflect back on the 

Institute, both of my objec-

tives for attending were satis-

fied in great detail throughout 

the week-long event.  

 

 I was especially inspired by 

one presenter— Steven 

Colangeli, a guest presenter-

from Middlebury High School 

in Vermont. Steven spoke 

about school based agricul-

ture education. His presenta-

tion sparked me to create a 

unit titled, “Where Our Food Comes 

From.” The main objective of this unit 

is for students to develop an under-

standing of the source of the food they 

eat on a daily basis.  Students will also 

learn how our commu-

nity can grow healthy 

food thereby improv-

ing our health. Stu-

dents interview farm-

ers, vendors at the local farmers’ mar-

kets, and other members of the agri-

cultural community. In the end, stu-

dents gain a better understanding of 

the foods they are consuming and how 

some foods are produced.   

 

Giving students a voice allows their 

learning to be much more meaningful 

to them and brings learning to life.    

Sustainability Academy students painted rain barrels 

for the school landscape. Photo by Andy Duback 
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I now understand that service-

learning should be curriculum-based, 

should address state standards, and 

be assessed. The most significant 

change in my way of thinking centers 

on the understanding that service-

learning is not simply an add-on or 

additional project– it can be easily 

incorporated into an existing unit of 

study. Students will start the North 

Street service-learning project by re-

searching and interviewing  

members of the community. Based on 

their interviews and research stu-

dents will identify a need within the 

community. Examples of community 

needs might be a lack of books at the 

local homeless shelter, or a lack recy-

cling bins outside of stores. Students 

will then brainstorm how they can 

address the need they have identi-

fied— be it raising money, writing 

letters to the City Councill, or asking 

others for creative options. As a cul-

minating activity students will take 

parents on a tour of the areas they 

helped improve around the commu-

nity. 

 

One of the biggest take-aways of the 

Institute was the concept of giving 

students the opportunity to have 

their voices heard. I consider myself  

 

an organized person who always has a 

plan and knows what is coming up in 

two weeks, two months and in two 

years.  Before CWI’s Institute I rarely 

allowed students to offer input re-

garding what service-learning needs 

they thought were best for them. I 

was concerned that allowing such 

input would somehow create a loss of 

control and organization.  As a result 

of my newfound understanding I real-

ized the importance of shifting my 

way of thinking. Giving students a 

voice allows their learning to be much 

more meaningful to them and brings 

learning to life.    

 

The second breakthrough was my 

realization of the power of reflection. 

I once viewed reflection as a “wrap-

up” tool that was to be applied only 

at the end of a unit. I now realize that 

reflection should not be limited to a 

sustained exercise used as a means of 

conclusion.  Reflection should be ap-

plied throughout a unit.  It is a great 

way for teachers to receive student 

feedback and determine what seg-

ments of instruction provide the 

strongest foundation on which to 

build. Reflections can be performed 

during morning meeting, at the end of 

a lesson, or at the end of the day dur-

ing closing circle. My personal brain-

storming sessions on how various 

reflection activities might be used has 

brought possibilities such as paintings, 

skits, newspaper articles, etc. to mind.  

  

This service-learning project would  

not be taking place if it were not for 

my time of reflection this summer. 

My time at the Institute broadened 

my perspective and created a useful 

vision as to the planning of an in-

depth service-learning project that 

aligns with the theme of sustainability 

and a unit of study. Sustainability is at 

the heart of our community and ser-

vice-learning is at the heart of my 

teaching.  

 

Natalie currently teaches a second and 

third grade combination at the Sustain-

ability Academy in Burlington, Ver-

mont. More information on Commu-

nity Works Institute can be found at: 

ww.communityworksinstitute.org 

Originally published in Community 

Works Journal online magazine. 

(www.communityworksjournal.org) 

Reprinted with permission. 
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A Sustainability Academy student paints a rain barrel.  Photo by Andy Duback 



 

Upcoming Events & Resources 

 

Calling all Middle 

School Educators: 
SSP is convening an Education for Sus-

tainability Middle School Collaborative.  

Based on the success of our work with 

middle level educators across the region, 

we are establishing this group to further 

our collective work.  Since we know that 

the most valuable professional develop-

ment time occurs when we have the op-

portunity to connect with other profes-

sionals and share our work, we are de-

signing this group to provide this space.  

We are planning to hold quarterly after-

school meetings.  If you live in the area 

and are interested in joining us, please 

contact Emily Hoyler at 80-985-0331 or by 

email at ehoyler@shelburnefarms.org 
 

 

 

Healthy Neighborhoods/ 

Healthy Kids Guide 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Are you using our Healthy Neighborhoods/

Healthy Kids Guide?  We’d love for you to 

share your story.  Contact Emily Hoyler at 

802-985-0331 or by email at 

ehoyler@shelburnefarms.org  
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(continued from page 4) 
 

Those memories illustrate a symbiotic 

relationship with nature that many of us 

once had, but we tend to lose as technol-

ogy takes over our lives. Somehow my 

husband and I survived that road trip 

home, still married and still sane. I regret 

not dwelling on the view of the Catskill 

Mountains and the novelty of a state 

with no billboards. I can’t imagine I 

would have regretted the use of an atlas, 

a cooler of food and a picnic in the 

mountains. I made decisions heading 

home that I was programmed to make. 

We become soused to technology as the 

answer that we don’t even think about 

the alternatives. I want to remind my 

students that there are alternatives. I 

hope to engage them with our monotone 

landscape and together, learn to appreci-

ate the beauty of our “place.”  

 

In the end, sustainability is about doing, 

and perhaps about leaving the screen 

awhile. For me, it was truly about re-

membering and prioritizing through a set 

of experiences. It’s impossible to com-

pletely relay to you or my students the 

fulfillment brought to me by the shores 

of Lake Champlain. In the sounds of the 

waves and birds and in the smell of the 

water and weeds I experienced an inti-

mate reminiscence of my childhood and 

a love for the outdoors seeded by my 

grandfather. Likewise, it’s difficult to de-

scribe the satisfaction gained from the 

row of canned salsa on my counter this 

morning. In one jar I see the raised beds 

my husband and children made, the ma-

nure and soil I spread, the seeds we all 

planted, the watering and growth, the 

harvest of beautifully asymmetrical 

Cherokee Purples, the peppers on the 

grill, and our first apron-covered canning 

experience. In just one jar I see family, 

community, and my place. I can’t possi-

ble convey the satisfaction and fulfill-

ment, but I can facilitate the experience  

 

and through that, perhaps a new 

generation will be inspired to set 

aside the screen and prioritize sustain-

ability.  

  

Jami Spencer is an Assistant Professor of 

English at Heartland Community College 

in Normal, Illinois. She participated in 

Community Works Institute’s (CWI) Sum-

mer EAST Institute on Service-Learning at 

Shelburne Farms.  Community Works 

Institute has worked together with Shel-

burne Farms and the Sustainable Schools 

Project for many years to make the prin-

ciples and practices of service-learning 

and Education for Sustainability a promi-

nent part of K-16 educational practice. 

 

Originally published in Community Works 

Journal online magazine. 

(www.communityworksjournal.org) Re-

printed with permission. 

 

 

For more information 

contact Jen Cirillo:  

(802) 985-0315 

jcirillo@shelburnefarms.org 
 

Visit us online to learn more and 

join our conversation! 

www.sustainableschoolsproject.org 

 

You can also check us out (and like 

us!) on FACEBOOK! 


