CHICAGO WILDERNESS
 GRASSROOTS YOUTH OUTREACH
“Chicago Wilderness Fieldbook…

A Passport to Discover Nature’s Hidden Treasures”

SUMMARY

Through local and national observation, it has been acknowledged that there exists a disconnect between nature and children.  A volunteer grassroots outreach committee formed to assess what is lacking in a child’s ability to access and bond with nature, and what could be a remedy.  Three possible tracks were considered:

· Individual participation and interaction with nature 
· Curriculum in schools
· A combination of the two
It was discovered that much curriculum exists in many different venues, and that the major deficit was opportunity for children to actually bond with nature through purposeful participation in healing or nurturing activities.  Children are not being given time or space to wander through natural settings, make observations and raise curiosity, the kind of repetitive play that children from past generations engaged in every day.
The question became, “What does Chicago Wilderness have that other nature-influenced organizations don’t have that can contribute to engaging children in nature?”  The answer is the 300,000 acres of protected lands within its parameter, and a network of people, citizen-scientists and stewards, who take personal interest and volunteer to work toward healing and protecting the unique and spectacular qualities of its various ecosystems.  
The goal became finding a way to attract the children to these various sites and expose them to the stewards’ knowledge and passion for nature.  The passport concept was devised as a method of:

· Sparking interest
· Encouraging hands on participation in activities
· Forming a tangible attachment to the site and the program

· Learning to look at nature with different eyes that focus on identification and assessment  
· Encouraging travel from one site to another to experience the diverse aspects of our many ecosystems
· Providing mentoring opportunities that not only transfer knowledge, but a passion for nature’s intricate qualities
· Developing stewardship skills and knowledge 
The passports are divided into three age categories, 8 to 10, 11 to13 and 14 to 18.  Each book has visual prompts geared to the age level that help the individual develop species identification and biodiversity assessment skills.  The primary component of the passport is open space affording notetaking and thought recording opportunity.
Immediate tangible rewards for participation are the passport as a personal journal of nature-based experiences, collection of  passbook site stamps and steward signatures in the passbook, and creation of a personal reference guide.

As additional incentives, it is hoped that perhaps participants could receive region-wide recognition such as newspaper announcements of accomplishments, perhaps an article dedicated to them once a year in Chicago Wilderness Magazine, an invitation to participate as an exhibitor at Wild Things demonstrating a bio-diversity concept, and, perhaps, a scholarship could be devised in some capacity to reward those who are particularly ambitious.

Administration of the project is designed to be as simplistic as possible, with responsibility of maintaining the passport lying with the participant.  The steward chiefly acts as a mentor, and signs and stamps the passport.

Outreach for the project is expected to be at a grassroots level, attracting participants from within the community.  At its earliest stages, the steward may be best suited to reach out to known scouting troops, home schools, youth groups, interested individuals, etc., while being receptive to hosting a visiting passport group or member at their workday from time to time.

Funding needs of the project are minimal at this time, and are being shouldered by the volunteers with hopes of perhaps some sponsorship.  The concept and design have been donated by the volunteers.  150 passports (50 each age category) are being compiled and home copied, and will be available to a small network of stewards, perhaps five, as a pilot.  Each participating pilot site will have a stamp designed so that it can be placed in the passbook as appropriate.  

The program and passports will be introduced at the Wild Things conference to interested parties with a request for feedback and comments toward improvement, and to solicit additional participation.  Additional information and questions can be directed to any of the Committee Members listed below.

Chicago Wilderness Grassroots Outreach Committee Members:

Pat Hayes,  ptihys@yahoo.com, 708-220-9596
Kathy Garness, kmgfinearts@comcast.net
Diane Huebner, d-huebner@northwestern.edu
Dick Riner, rrinersprint5@earthlink.net
Karen Glennemeier, kglennemeier@audubon.org
Chris Mulvaney, cmulvaney@chicagobotanic.org
