Greenways as Classrooms
For most people the term "greenway" conjures up multiple images: resource conservation, natural corridors, and recreational pursuits -- biking, hiking, rollerblading, canoeing.  But greenways also make for great outdoor classrooms, especially in urban areas where natural areas are a scarce commodity.  These corridors offer a firsthand opportunity to view plants and wildlife in their natural habitat and to understand how human activities--past and present--impact the landscape. 

A growing number of teachers and youth leaders are following this cue and have developed projects that use nearby greenways as their outdoor classrooms.  In so doing, they encourage young people to see that learning does not have to begin with a textbook but can come from observing the world around them and asking questions.  A sample of these innovative programs is profiled below.  Each approaches education using greenways in a different way, providing a kaleidoscope of ideas on how greenways in your community can be utilized as a teaching tool both within and outside the classroom.

Minuteman Commuter Bikeway
In 1993, the eleven-mile-long Minuteman Commuter Bikeway linking Bedford, Lexington, Arlington, and Cambridge was completed after a seventeen-year effort.  In the fall of that year, Steven Levy, a fourth grade teacher at the Bowman Elementary School in Lexington, posed an interesting question to his students:  What is the biggest change that has happened in your town since you were born?   After some discussion, one student offered "the bikepath," and a year-long class project was born.  The students investigated ten different aspects of the bikeway, such as the history of the land, the planning process, the impact of the path on abutters and local businesses, how paved bikeways are constructed, environmental issues, etc.  The bikepath was clearly a rich topic for exploration and learning, and one which allowed Mr. Levy to weave in the underlying basics of a fourth-grade curriculum:  math activities, such as graphing different uses and volume of traffic; science that included the study of simple machines, the bicycle being a perfect example; English and grammar, enhanced through letter-writing campaigns and the final booklet documenting the class's work; and the social studies theme of colonial life and local history, researching how the land was originally used to the trail's former life as a major railroad corridor.  It also provided fertile ground for enhancing the theme of civic responsibility, encouraging the students to become more active community members and responsible town stewards.  The bikepath was also very relevant for the students since it provides a safe link for them between their homes, school, and the town center.

The project began by asking questions, organizing them by category, and having the students break into small groups to research one topic in depth.  Throughout the year, however, the class participated in a number of joint ventures. The planning directors of Lexington and Arlington came in to talk about the planning process.  A community member spoke about the politics of planning and the instrumental role played by various citizens to gain support for the project.  Lexington's Town Engineer explained the principles of construction and how to budget for such a job.  Similarly, the class was visited by a bicycle enthusiast, a railroad historian, and the police.  Students researching the impact on abutters visited Town Hall and learned how to read assessor maps and how to identify properties that bordered the bikepath.  Pupils studying the effects on local businesses interviewed shop owners, while others interviewed users and published a user survey in the local paper.  In addition to these pursuits, Mr. Levy brought in an old, single-speed bicycle and each study group took turns taking it apart and putting it back together.  This led to the class soliciting donations of old bicycles in need of repair, which they then fixed up and presented (along with donated helmets) to their "sister" class in Lawrence.

As the students' research took form, the class decided to produce a book to share their findings with the community.  The resulting documentary, On the Path, was written, edited, and illustrated by the students, and reports on every aspect of their investigations.  Available for sale at local bookstores, this eighty-page booklet has contributed significantly to public awareness of the bikeway.  Inspired by requests from neighboring towns and other educators to share the process and results of his class's project, Mr. Levy decided to produce a video on their study of the Minuteman Commuter Bikeway.  During the course of the year, Paul MacGowan of Burlington, Vermont, had collected over twelve hours of videotape documenting every aspect of the project.  With support from a DEM Greenways and Trails Demonstration Grant, the two men collaborated to produce a fifty-minute tape and written accompaniment that they believe will inspire other teachers to plan and implement a curriculum like this in their classrooms.  By providing visual examples and guidance on how all academic disciplines can be incorporated into a project like this, they hope more teachers will engage in projects which involve children directly in issues that are of importance to their communities. 

In this project, what might have been a single class assignment blossomed into an activity involving the community.  The fact that the bikeway represented a major change in town, as perceived by the students, triggered a wide-ranging study that led the class to explore unanticipated areas of learning and to interact with a cross section of local residents.  The end result was to further highlight and strengthen the importance of this greenway throughout the community.

For additional information on On the Path or the accompanying video, contact Mr. Steven Levy, Bowman Elementary School, 9 Philip Road, Lexington, MA  02173; (617) 861-2500.

Neponset River Greenway Project
While classrooms provide one setting for learning, on-site training has an appeal all its own.  Greenways are an ideal conduit for this, as was demonstrated in 1995 by the Neponset River Greenway Youth Conservation Team.  

Home to deer, harbor seals, great blue herons, and snapping turtles, the Neponset River is the unpolished jewel of Boston’s Mattapan, Dorchester, and Hyde Park neighborhoods.  In an effort to increase interest in the environmental diversity of this urban area, the Boston Natural Areas Fund and the Trust for Public Land joined forces to initiate the Neponset River Greenway Project.  Seen as part of a larger four-year effort, "Greenways to Boston Harbor," the Neponset River Greenway project aims to develop responsible stewardship for the River by showing adjacent communities how the greenway and river can be natural, cultural, and recreational resources.  A Greenways and Trails Demonstration Grant provided important seed money that leveraged other more substantial funding needed to complete the project.

The Youth Conservation Team has been the force behind many of the project’s most visible accomplishments to date.  During the summer of 1995, this youth employment and environmental education program consisted of thirty teens and five supervisors from five Boston neighborhoods.  Through exceptionally hot weather and bouts with poison ivy and insect bites, they cleared away thick undergrowth to construct trails and overlooks along the banks of the river, allowing visitors access to sections of the river in Dorchester and Mattapan for the first time.  They also blazed a trail along the river’s edge within the Neponset Reservation in Mattapan, incorporating river views, physical access and habitat preservation into their plans.  In addition to their outside labors, the teenagers devoted one day a week to environmental education and skill development.  A naturalist from the Massachusetts Audubon Society introduced them to the fundamentals of ecology and environmental analysis through water quality testing and familiarizing them with the wildlife and vegetation at their main work site.  Another day was spent with staff from the Commonwealth’s Adopt-a-Stream program showing them how to do shoreline surveys.  MDC staff archeologist and naturalists led the team on a cultural and natural history exploration of the river via canoe.  Under the guidance of the Boston Water and Sewer Commission, the group learned about the operation of the city’s sewers and how to identify illegal sewerage lines draining into the river.  And they discovered the ins and outs of design through a full-day charette organized by the Planner’s Collaborative.  By requiring all participants to record any significant environmental observations each day, the team learned, as their blue T-shirts proclaimed, to "Think Like a River."

The positive response to this summer debut was an extension of the Youth Conservation Team as a Saturday program for seven teens into the fall.  They continued to improve and extend the Mattapan trail and to participate in river clean-ups, while undertaking the task of stenciling catchbasins in the area with the message, "Don't Dump! -- Drains to Boston Harbor."  Organizers of the Youth Conservation Program will continue to focus on action projects as they work to expand their efforts into an annual or year-round effort.  

By the increased community use and enjoyment of the Mattapan Trail, it is clear the project serves a need and enriches the quality of life of local residents and visitors alike.  But  of equal importance, it actively involved area teens in creating this benefit, building a sense of civic responsibility and community stewardship that comes from helping to create positive change in one's own neighborhood.

For additional information on the Neponset River Greenway Project, contact the Boston Natural Areas Fund, Inc., 294 Washington Street, Room 301, Boston, MA  02108; (617) 542-7696.  This profile was based in part on an article by Ed O'Brien, Neponset River Greenway Coordinating Council Member, that appeared in the Fall 1995 newsletter of the Boston Natural Areas Fund.

Learning From the River
The dynamic nature of rivers and the diversity associated with them combine to make these habitats a natural outdoor laboratory.  Helping teachers and interested citizens discover for themselves the educational value of a river watershed was the impetus behind a half-day conference called Learning From the River.  Organized by the Ten Mile River Watershed Alliance (TMRWA), the conference was part of a larger initiative to incorporate the Ten Mile River and its watershed into the science curriculum of the local schools in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. TMRWA's goal is to establish a network of science curricula in schools throughout the watershed, thereby providing a broader context for interpreting the results of individual projects done along the twenty-seven miles of river. 

The conference was held on March 11, 1995, and attended by nineteen participants representing eleven schools.  A DEM Greenways and Trails Demonstration Grant helped defer the conference fees and expenses for Massachusetts teachers, and allowed each to be awarded a mini-grant to purchase river-related sampling gear.  Participants attended a series of workshops on subjects such as water quality monitoring, vernal pool certification, and "elementary connection," an integrated unit of math, science, literature, communications, technology, and social impact activities that can be adapted to a specific watershed such as Ten Mile River.  Each workshop was geared toward how to weave streams and waterways into the teaching curriculum.  Participants were also treated to a river tour narrated by an area historian who explained how the development of local cities and towns centered on--and was enhanced by--the Ten Mile River.  Through hands-on training in simple sampling and analytical tools, and an introduction to relevant water quality standards, teachers were also provided a framework for analyzing project results between schools throughout the watershed.

Among the opportunities offered teachers as part of this program were mini-grants to purchase equipment for water sampling and for student projects.  This gave educators the necessary tools to follow through on the material learned at 

the conference, and resulted in projects that showed a strong interdisciplinary mix and creativity on the part of both the teachers and their students.  

(  Tanya Erban, a sixth grade teacher at the Martin School in North Attleboro, requested support to start a year-long water quality monitoring study of the Ten Mile River and associated aquatic environments, to look at water pH, phosphate and nitrate levels, dissolved oxygen, temperature, and velocity.  In cooperative groups, the students gained experience in prediction and analysis, later entering their results into the FreeNet computer Bulletin Board to compare with findings of other students and interested citizens in the watershed.  

(  Wanda Pessini and other third grade teachers at Attleboro's Willett School undertook a study to introduce their students to a nearby pond and its inhabitants.  Ms. Pessini wanted to expose her students to the concept of change, and to have them practice using scientific equipment--magnifying lenses, thermometers, pond guides--in activities that were authentic rather than just lab exercises.  Their five field studies at the pond involved a diverse set of experiments.  On the initial field trip, for example, the class participated in a scavenger hunt to find the largest plant, the tiniest animal, a plant that lives in water, an animal that flies, etc.  Using nets and sample bottles, they collected organisms to identify, observe, measure and draw before releasing them back to their natural environment.  Back in the classroom, the students followed this trip by writing a poem about Mechanic's Pond, developing a "pictionary" of pond life vocabulary, making a flip book showing the life cycle of a frog to reinforce the process of metamorphosis, and creating frog masks to increase awareness of the position of the eyes and the tongue action used as a frog captures its prey.

(  At St. John the Evangelist School in Attleboro, the third and fourth grade classes of Mrs. Chicone and Mrs. Jacques became Ten Mile River Sleuths to study insects and plants in and around the river.  On each field trip, the students studied a different habitat: the river's surface, underwater, the ground level, and nearby trees.  Prior to each trip, the class learned about four insects and two plants characteristic of that particular habitat.  Working in groups of three, the young River Sleuths used this background information to help them locate and observe each insect and plant.  Back in the classroom, the students kept journals and drawings of their observations, using this information to undertake additional projects such as developing an insect and plant guide for the Ten Mile River, and making a  magnified model of an insect.  An underlying theme discussed with the students throughout the course of their investigations was the role of the river as a complex community of plants and animals interacting with one another and with their surroundings, and the importance of monitoring the health of the river. 

One goal of the Ten Mile River Watershed Alliance is to increase awareness of and an appreciation for the river resource.  For many years the river was polluted by both urban and industrial waste.  This legacy fostered an attitude of contempt for the river when, in fact, it is now fishable and contains abundant wildlife in many places.  TMRWA feels the conference and mini-grant program substantially enhanced its outreach to the public through educating the young; exposing children to the world around them can't help but result in a more environmentally aware and active citizenry.

For more information on the Learning From the River teacher education conference, contact Tracy Villareal, Ten Mile River Watershed Alliance, One Sagamore Road, Attleboro, MA  02703; (617) 287-7458.

