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Think about a favorite memory of outdoor play from your childhood. Did you make a fort in the woods? Did you collect crayfish from a creek? Did you swim in a natural swimming hole with a waterfall? Hold onto this memory and revisit it while you think about the action research project that I’ll describe shortly. Free-form play in wild spaces develops what Howard Gardner, professor of Education at Harvard University calls the Eighth Intelligence, or naturalist intelligence. Leslie Owen Wilson, professor of Education at the University of Wisconsin notes that children with the eighth intelligence “like to be outside,” “care about animals or plants,” “have keen sensory skills,” “notice patterns from their surroundings,” create collections of natural objects, “easily learn … names … and data about objects or species found in the natural world,” and “show heightened … concern for the environment and endangered species.”[footnoteRef:1]  The Pennsylvania Land Trust Association notes that “it turns out that the single most common influence on adult conservation values comes from … unstructured, frequent childhood play in wild settings. The kind of play that saw you start a rock collection, or build a secret fort in the woods, or sometimes just lie in tall grass and watch the clouds float by.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2006) 71-73.]  [2:  Ken Finch and Adam M. Loza, Nature Play: Nurturing Children and Strengthening Conservation Through Connections to the Land (Harrisburg: Pennsylvania Land Trust Association, 2014) 2, accessed April 19, 2015. http://s3.amazonaws.com/conservationtools/s3_files/1596/NaturePlayBooklet_Color_PALTA_links_150108.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=1NXAG53SXSSG82H0V902&Expires=1431366609&Signature=DeW4HsBWeB5%2FQyg%2BeF7xFFuU8gc%3D] 


The Situation	
	My collaborative action research project involves a core group of individuals who love outdoor play and care deeply about children. We’re dedicated to educating children about the natural world through hands-on exploration outdoors. We’ve staged a series of persuasive communication interventions to activate interest in and support for the preservation of the School Forest owned by the public Garrison Union Free School District of Garrison, New York. Garrison is a wooded, naturally beautiful, rural community 72 minutes north of New York City. It sits on the east bank of the Hudson River in a hilly, wooded area called the Hudson Highlands. In Garrison, houses are situated far apart from one another, and dirt roads are common. In addition to residential property, Garrison contains farmland, New York State park land, two golf courses, a country club, churches, a library, a post office, the Garrison School, a café, and two gas stations. Significant intellectual, spiritual, and cultural institutions are located in Garrison, including the Hastings Institute, a nonpartisan research center on bioethics; the Garrison Institute, which applies the power of contemplation to social and environmental change; the Garden Conservancy; Hudson Highlands Land Trust; the Hudson Valley Shakespeare Festival; the Walter Hoving Home and the Graymoor Spiritual Life Center; facilities that help individuals to overcome addiction; Boscobel House and Gardens, and Manitoga, the Russel Wright Design Center, which is a National Historic Landmark that was added to the World Monuments Watch list in 2012.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Wikipedia contributors, "Garrison, New York," Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Garrison,_New_York&oldid=655985905 (accessed May 11, 2015).] 

	The Garrison School was founded in 1793. A small K-8 school with about 270 students, it is academically one of the top school districts in New York State. It received Blue Ribbon School designation from the U.S. Department of Education in 2010. The New York State Department of Education designated it a Reward School in August 2014. One of the things that makes the Garrison School District unique is its 185-acre forest. The Sloan, Osborn, and Gunther families gave the forest land to the School District in 1962. The Garrison School is one of very few public or private schools in New York State that owns such an environmental education site for its students. The School Forest contains forested land, wetlands, public trails, and Revolutionary War-era fortifications. The Appendix to this paper contains a map of the Garrison School Forest.
	The land was part of Fortress West Point during the Revolutionary War. General George Washington established the Fortress in 1778 to protect the strategic “S” curve in the Hudson River at Constitution Island, and to prevent the British from sailing beyond West Point. The Fortress was comprised of forts, redoubts, and batteries on both the west and east sides of the Hudson River. Two redoubts located in the Garrison School Forest were manned by troops during the Revolutionary War. Seventh graders at the Garrison School engage in a Revolutionary War re-enactment each April in the School Forest. The most recent re-enactment was held on April 27, 2015.
	I am interested in this school and its forest because my children attend the Garrison School. My son Mac is currently in third grade. My son Bryce will begin Kindergarten in September, 2015. I am a member of the school’s Environmental Education Committee. I am devoted to using the School Forest as an outdoor laboratory for students, and a site to explore history, geography, social studies, economics, botany, biology, mathematics, literature, art, music, and dance. I have fond and vivid memories of exploring the woods alone and with friends near my home in Stow, Ohio from the ages of eight through 13. Blackberries grew in abundance on a huge expanse of unimproved land behind a church up the hill from my house. In the summers, my brother, sister, and I had the freedom to pick berries by the basketful, unsupervised. Blackberries stained our fingers purple, and we endured pokes from sharp berry bush thorns. But, we had fun, and delivered huge quantities of blackberries to my mother, who made delicious jam. My many outdoor free-play experiences as a young girl in Illinois and Ohio shaped my love of the natural world as an adult.
	The deed to the Garrison School Forest land stipulates that after 2030, “the premises may be converted to other uses,” provided that a court in Putnam County “shall approve such other uses as being in the public interest.” Thus, if some unforeseen circumstance arises after 2030, such as school district consolidation or any fiscal need, it could put at risk the School Forest’s intended purposes. Governor Mario Cuomo has expressed interest in consolidating school districts with fewer than 1,500 students. The Haldane School District in neighboring Cold Spring is trying to sell the James Pond area used for environmental field studies to support a $2 million sports field project. Garrison community members and I do not want the Garrison School Forest to suffer a similar fate.
	A unique opportunity has been proposed to preserve the Garrison School Forest in perpetuity. Hudson Highlands Land Trust (HHLT) proposes to preserve the School Forest land in two different ways – either by selling the land to the New York State Parks system, or by selling a conservation agreement to HHLT. Either deal comes with a gift. The owner of the Garrison Golf Club, LLC, has made an exceptional offer to the Garrison community. He will donate a 70-acre parcel of land adjoining the School Forest, if the School District agrees to conserve the School Forest in perpetuity. This land will provide direct entry to the School Forest off a public road. It provides easier access to the School Forest than is currently available elsewhere. The flat land, accessible through a gate on Snake Hill Road, could be sufficiently cleared to allow school buses to park there. Additionally an environmental education classroom with a restroom could be built on the land in the future. This opportunity for the Garrison School presented seemed to be an ideal focus for my action research project.
Desired Outcome
	I support the option for HHLT to purchase a conservation agreement (or deed of conservation easement) from the Garrison School District to permanently preserve the current 185-acre School Forest. HHLT is interested in preserving the School Forest land to link it to two large pieces of New York State park land that have been preserved already. If the School District sells a conservation agreement to HHLT, the School District will retain ownership of the land. And the land trust will take on perpetual obligation to monitor and enforce the restrictions on the land outlined in the deed of conservation easement. At closing, the Garrison Golf Club will donate the 70-acre parcel of adjoining land, increasing the size of the School Forest to 255 acres. The purchase price for the conservation agreement will be determined by a fair market value appraisal. The revenue may be paid to the School District in a lump sum, or in a stream of payments over time. This transaction will be completely tax neutral. HHLT will become a partner with the Garrison School in addressing legal issues. HHLT’s conservation defense fund will share the legal costs associated with disputes regarding encroachment on, or impeded access to, the School Forest by adjoining landowners. HHLT and the Garrison School will jointly assume all liability for public access as partners. The public will continue to have access to the School Forest for hiking. The School District could sell the School Forest land in the future, but the conservation easement would remain in force for subsequent owners. So, the land would continue to be protected. 
I don’t favor the second option, which proposes that the New York State Park system purchases the School Forest. The State Park system would then own and manage the School Forest. There could be an agreement that the Garrison School would continue to use the School Forest land for educational purposes. This would be similar to an agreement between the State Park system and the Audubon Society, which manages Constitution Marsh, State-owned park land in neighboring Cold Spring, New York. It is unclear whether New York State Parks actually wishes to acquire the property.
	It is particularly important to support the first option now, because the Garrison Golf Club’s offer of land will not be on the table forever. Additionally, the members of the Environmental Education Committee and I believe it is important now to take action – instead of waiting until 2030 – to protect the historic forest land. By preserving the School Forest, we will provide a site for environmental exploration by children into the future. I hope you’ll join with us to support the sale of a conservation agreement for the School Forest land to HHLT. Remember what you learned by talking to trees, skipping stones in a pond, and building a fort in the woods?
Illumination of the Background
	I initially learned about the HHLT proposal on December 12, 2014, when Andy Chmar of HHLT gave a presentation to the Environmental Education Committee. I did not understand all aspects of the two options, so I used the KAQF framework to identify what I knew, what actions I could take on the basis of that knowledge, what questions I had, and how to find out answers to those questions. I felt that a series of small group meetings would help me to learn what I didn’t know. So, I scheduled two meetings on March 4 – one with Andy Chmar and MJ Martin of HHLT and a second meeting with Fred Osborn, an environmental activist and descendant of General Frederick H. Osborn, who donated the bulk of the School Forest land. 
Andy and MJ answered all of my questions thoroughly. During our meeting, I offered to draft talking points to explain both options in layman’s terms. In a dialogue epicycle, Andy, MJ, and I discussed an initial communication strategy. At that time, we thought that the talking points document would inform creation of a letter of support from the Environmental Education Committee to the School Board. My meeting with Fred Osborn was also very helpful. He shared historical information about the community that I did not know. At the March Environmental Education Committee meeting, the School Superintendent stated that she did not feel it complied with the Committee’s charge to advocate a position on the HHLT proposal to the School Board. But, she said that individuals could certainly work to communicate with the community and build support as private citizens. At that point, I decided to act as an interested community member.  I am evaluating this action research project by counting the number of individuals engaged in and supportive of the HHLT proposals before and after each cycle of communication.
Constituency Building Cycles
	The core group engaged in this collaborative action research project is comprised of the Superintendent, the Principal, the 15-member Environmental Education Committee, including two members of the School Board, Fred and Annie Osborn, and HHLT staff. Throughout our discussions, we cycle back to our educational mission. This group of individuals has built trust and good will. We are transparent with one another, and we are inclusive. We take care to listen to one another with respect, and we engage in dialogue to explore options and opinions on how to act before we actually take action. We have engaged in several cycles of constituency-building as part of this project. 
	In November 2014, we held a School Forest Clean Up Day.  About 25 people, including parents, community members, and students, showed up and separated into groups to clear brush from five of the six trails within the School Forest. In January, we invited those individuals, Garrison School parents, and community members to a February event called “Think and Drink.” A group of seven women planned and made food for this event. Christine Foertsch, a member of the Environmental Education Committee and the School Board, hosted the event at her home. Forty people attended this cocktail party and fundraiser for the Forest. Fred and Annie Osborn spoke at the event and for the first time, introduced the HHLT proposal to members of the community. Fred and Annie asked for the participants’ support for the HHLT proposal. They explained that HHLT would speak about the proposal at a public School Board meeting in the future. In April, we engaged in a communication action to build awareness and a greater constituency by sending out talking points about the proposal. We sent information to 40 individuals who attended the Think and Drink event, to the 15 members of the Environmental Education Committee, and to 40 land owners whose property abuts or is near the School Forest. Our goal is to educate members of the community about the HHLT proposal, and to persuade them that the option for the Garrison School to sell to HHLT a conservation agreement for the School Forest land provides the greatest good for the community and its children.
Action Proposal
	I wrote the talking points document after engaging in a process of systematic research. After reflecting upon my small group meetings with Andy Chmar, MJ Martin, and Fred Osborn, I attended an information session on March 24 about conservation easements led by the Scenic Hudson organization. I learned how to write effective talking points by reading “Introduction to Policy Writing for Public Policy Professionals,” by Ian Doughty of Deloitte and the Harris School of Public Policy at the University of Chicago. I set out to write the talking points for an intelligent audience with a beginner’s mind regarding the HHLT proposal. 
	MJ Martin announced on April 10 that Andy Chmar would speak about the HHLT proposal at a public School Board meeting on May 20. We now had a date, and needed to get people to attend the meeting. On April 11, I finished writing the talking points document. I sent it via email to Andy Chmar and MJ Martin. They vetted it for accuracy and made some revisions. I also sent the document via email to Fred and Annie Osborn, and the members of the Environmental Education Committee and requested their comments. I incorporated the suggestions of the group into the document.
	Following the editing process, Andy, MJ, and I engaged in a reflective dialogue epicycle to explore a communication strategy for sharing the talking points. They advised following a prudent communication strategy to keep from antagonizing the School Board by appearing to be too aggressive. They suggested that I send the document from myself as a concerned and involved parent and taxpayer. I agreed that I felt comfortable doing this. Further, they advised that I send the document only to the members of the Environmental Education Committee, the individuals who attended the “Think and Drink” event, and land owners whose land abuts or is near the borders of the School Forest property. 
I then engaged in a research epicycle to identify land owners surrounding the School Forest. I used the Putnam County online eParcel tool to find the School Forest property on the assessment map. I then found the names and addresses of all adjacent land owners by exploring the online public records regarding the land parcels bordering the School Forest. I created a list of those individuals’ names and addresses and sent the list via email to Fred Osborn. Fred and I then engaged in a dialogue epicycle to decide how best to share the talking points with the land owners. We only had their addresses. So, we decided that I would send a cover letter and the talking points via the mail. Fred offered to write hand-written notes on all of the cover letters. This decision spawned new action cycle. 

Proposing & Planning Actions
	While the focus of this collaborative action research project has been to increase awareness of and support for the HHLT proposal through a series of persuasive communication actions, simultaneous related actions have been initiated by other players. Andy Chmar of HHLT worked with Garrison School Superintendent Laura Mitchell and the members of the School Board to secure the date of May 20 to present the HHLT proposal to the School Board. HHLT is preparing its presentation independently. 
	The Environmental Education Committee members met on April 28. We will not meet again as a group before the HHLT presentation at the May 20 School Board meeting. We engaged in a dialogue epicycle to discuss what each of us will say during the public comment period at the May 20 meeting. Additionally, the group decided to ask a reporter from The Paper, one of the two local newspapers, to attend the May 20 School Board meeting. The Superintendent noted that a reporter from the Putnam County News & Recorder (PCNR) attends all of the School Board meetings, but a reporter from The Paper does not always attend. The Paper presents objectively-written news stories. It received 13 Better Newspaper Contest Awards from the New York Press Association in 2013 and 2014. The PCNR, owned by Beth Ailes, the wife of Fox News President Roger Ailes, inserts a negative spin or conservative bias in its news coverage. I will contact The Paper to invite one of its reporters to attend the May 20 School Board meeting. Additionally, I sought advice from political press officer and Garrison School parent Joseph Mercurio and Matt Shipley of Scenic Hudson on how best to communicate with the PCNR and The Paper. Joseph Mercurio suggested that I call the editors of both newspapers on Friday, May 15 to provide an “elevator pitch” about the HHLT proposal, and to ask both editors to send a reporter to the May 20 School Board meeting. Further, Joseph suggested that I write a story about what happens at the School Board meeting in the form of a press release. He said that I should send it to both newspapers by Friday, May 22. Joseph does not anticipate opposition to the HHLT proposal from the PCNR if we are careful to provide identical information to both newspapers. Matt Shipley of Scenic Hudson is wary of the PCNR.
	I will engage in another action cycle, by following Joseph Mercurio’s advice. I will call the editors of both newspapers on Friday, May 15. Additionally, MJ Martin of HHLT and I will invite people to attend the School Board meeting via Facebook event postings and tweets on Twitter, starting on Thursday, May 14. I will also follow Joseph’s advice and write a story following the event to submit to both newspapers by Friday, May 22.
We will evaluate interest in the situation by counting the number of people who attend the May 20 School Board meeting. Normally, only two people from the community attend the School Board meetings. I anticipate that many people will attend the School Board meeting. I have heard from several people who received the talking points by mail or email. I believe we can expect at least 15 members of the community to attend, if not more.
Systematic Research on Effects of New Action	
Following the May 20 School Board meeting, the core group of supporters plans to assess the reaction of the School Board to the proposal. The group will meet to engage in reflection and dialogue to discuss what was said by School Board members and community members. We will monitor coverage of the meeting by the PCNR and The Paper. We may decide to respond to questions posed, if we are able to answer them. We will refer other questions to HHLT. Two new School Board members will join the School Board in June. We will share the talking points document with them. We hope that the School Board will be interested in pursuing the idea of selling a conservation agreement to HHLT. We understand that the School’s attorney will need to review the transaction and its implications for the district. We also understand that the land must be appraised, and that the process will not be swift. Further, we understand that the community will seek more information about the opportunity. Therefore, we may hold a public dialogue at Garrison’s public library.
Reflection
I have gained new confidence in my research, writing, and collaboration skills by engaging in this action research project. I have learned to examine what I don’t know to learn what I need to know. I’ve learned to outline an array of possible actions and to work with my collaborators to identify the best action for the moment. I will employ these skills in future action research projects. 
To reach one’s desired outcome in a project such as this, it’s essential to provide information in an equal and transparent manner to all collaborators. This practice builds trust. It’s also essential to keep in touch by phone and email, respond to one another in a timely manner, and to alert one another to possible changes in the situation or misinformation being shared within the community. It’s crucial to maintain and share contact lists of collaborators, supporters, and individuals whom you have contacted in constituency-building cycles. It’s also essential to seek and wait for collaborators’ opinions before taking action. If you make a decision in a small group, share it with the larger group. Additionally, it’s best to write as a team in a process of dialogue around writing. And, in this process, it’s important for the initial writer to be truly open to revision. Many eyes and many minds can make talking points, press releases, and social media messages better than they were as a first draft. 
Thank you following the course of this action research project to date. The project is currently in process, and will continue with interest from the Garrison School Board and members of the community. As you think about this opportunity to provide a permanent space for nature play and environmental study in the Garrison community, I hope you’ll reflect on how much fun it was as a child to build a fairy house with a lush carpet of green moss and little bowls made of acorn caps. Please join me in supporting HHLT’s proposal to purchase a conservation agreement for the School Forest land from the Garrison School. The transaction will provide revenue for the district, and a gift of a parcel of 70 acres of flat land that provides easier access to get Garrison School students into the forest for hands-on environmental exploration.
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Appendix: Garrison School Forest Map[image: ]
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