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directions
Ken Finch Receives ANCA’s 

2017 Nature Center Leadership Award!
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      en Finch has been recognized 
as the recipient of the 2017 ANCA 
Nature Center Leadership Award 
for his visionary environmental 
education philosophy and his work 
towards the professionalization 
of the nature and environmental 
learning center field. Over a 43-year 
career, Ken pursued his passion 
relentlessly, promoting nature pre-schools and the 
idea of love for nature as the gateway to nature educa-
tion. Gordon Maupin, retired executive director of 
the Wilderness Center, writes, “Ken Finch champi-
oned the paradigm shift that children fall in love with 

NATURE PLAY LESSONS: 
early childhood action

nature first (through frequent, 
undirected, positive contact 
with nature) and only then are 
they inspired to learn about 
nature and ultimately work to 
protect the natural world.” As 
the President of the Association 
of Nature Center Administrators 
from 1995-1997, Ken paved the 
way for critical early growth 
of the field, emphasizing the 
“importance of professional-
izing our roles as leaders in our 
communities” Charity Krueger, 

retired executive director of the Aullwood Audubon 
Center & Farm, writes. The nature and environmental 
learning center profession is indebted to Ken’s vision, 
passion and dedication to environmental education.
     After earning a master’s degree in environmental 

k

It isn’t just that Ken has had good ideas that have been ahead of their time. It’s that his ability to advance those 
ideas, through his compelling speeches and his powerful writing, have been unparalleled in our profession.”

David T. Catlin, Principal David Catlin Consulting LLC.

Tina Popson
Asst. Director Student Engagement
Creighton University
Omaha, NE

Ken Finch

NEW LEADER AWARD:
haley breniser

PRESIDENT’S AWARD:
mary jane dockeray

mailto:membership@natctr.org
http://www.natctr.org/
http://natctr.org/professional-services/leadership-awards/
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Jen Levy
Executive Director
Association of Nature Center 
Administrators
Logan, UT

Director’s Notes

t

Eventful Spring!

    his May marked my ten-year  
      anniversary as the executive 
director of ANCA. I want to thank 
the ANCA membership for the 
work you do - it is such a privilege 
working for such a fantastic com-
munity. 
     As we are knee-deep in the 
planning of my 11th ANCA Sum-
mit as director, it is nice to take a 
break and reflect back on every-
thing we have accomplished in 
ten years. And I say ‘we’ because 
ANCA is an organization that has 
always benefitted from a hard-
working board of directors. In 
fact, the board operated without a 
staff from 1989 until 1995 when 
they contracted with the Aullwood 
Audubon Center & Farm in Ohio 
to host the office and provide staff 
support for membership manage-
ment. I was hired in 2007 and my 
first task was to move the ANCA 
office from Aullwood to Utah. I 
will never forget the overwhelm-
ing feeling of responsibility when 
the moving truck pulled up to my 
office and unloaded 60+ boxes of 
ANCA history. Luckily I was not 
alone. I hired Ann Rilling as our 
marketing and communications 
director and she served in that role 
until her recent retirement.
     In ten years, thanks to a strong 
culture of strategic planning, a 
dedicated board, and a profes-
sional staff, we have many accom-
plishments to be proud of. To list 
a few: 

     •  We immediately added 
content and resources to the web-
site to make it a better member 
resource including a job board, 
sample documents and resources, 
and examples and stories of best 
practices from the field. 
     •  ANCA has a staff that is 
readily available to our members 
and anyone (member or not!) who 
contacts the office looking for 
assistance. The ANCA staff now 
includes myself, a full-time mar-
keting and development assistant, 
a part-time office and member-
ship assistant, and Ann is staying 
involved as our communications 
specialist to assist with the news-
letter and special projects. 
     •  The ANCA membership 
grew from just over 400 mem-
bers to almost 630 and it includes 
members in China, Japan, Canada, 
and Mexico. We also added a cat-
egory of membership for both our 
emeritus and emerging leaders. 
     •  The Richard Haley Memo-
rial Scholarship Fund, an endowed 
fund established to support Sum-
mit Scholarships, has grown from 
$25,000 to $48,000. The ANCA 
Endowment grew from $112,000 

https://www.facebook.com/Assn.of.Nature.Center.Admins?ref=ts
http://www.natctr.org/index.php?id=67
https://twitter.com/AncaNews
http://natctr.org/support-anca/richard-haley-memorial-scholarship-fund.html
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Nature Center at Shaker Lakes
carlson@shakerlakes.org / 216-321-5935

Jason Meyer
Blandford Nature Center
jason@blandfordnaturecenter.org 
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Brooks Paternotte
Irvine Nature Center
paternotteb@explorenature.org
443-738-9229

Kitty Pochman
Linda Loring Nature Foundation
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Tina Popson
Creighton University
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York County Parks, Nixon Park
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Vera Vollbrecht
Warner Park Nature Center
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Jenn Wright
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Jen Levy – Executive Director
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                         Development Assistant

Taylia Farley – Office & Membership  
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Ann Rilling – Communications Specialist

ANCA Office – 435-787-8209
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Eventful            (continued from page 2)

-

to $225,000, and we established 
the ANCA Operational Reserve in 
2010.
     •  The ANCA Annual Fund 
was established in support of our 
operations. 
     •  We now offer peer-to-peer 
learning and networking oppor-
tunities throughout the year with 
nine ANCA Regions that meet at 
least annually and 65 active pairs 
of mentees and mentors in the 
ANCA Mentor Program. 
     •  Embracing best practices, 
we established policies in human 
resources, financial management, 
fund development, and we ad-
opted an emergency succession 
plan. We are currently developing 
a diversity, equity, and inclusion 
statement. 
     •  Wait! We’re not done...
We are about to embark on a new 
strategic planning process and a 
complete overhaul of the ANCA 
website. Stay tuned!
     When I was hired ten years 
ago, Tim Sandsmark was the 
President of the Board of ANCA 
and was about to end a seven-year 
board tenure. He re-joined the 
board in 2011 and after serving 
two more terms, he rotates off the 
board once again. 
     Tim is one of the first people I 
met in ANCA in 1998 when I at-
tended my first Summit in Tennes-
see, and we both had worked, at 
different times, at the same center 
in Colorado. Tim was also Ann’s 
introduction to ANCA when he 
encouraged her to attend her first 
Summit at the Rio Grande Nature 
Center in New Mexico in 1999. 
Tim spoke the words, “I found 
my people,” when he attended the 
very first ANCA Summit in 1995 
at Treehaven in Wisconsin. I have 
heard countless ANCA members 

repeat that sentiment when they 
join our network and meet people 
like Tim. 
     Tim is rotating off of the 
board July 1 but he is not leaving 
ANCA! I hope you will join me 
in thanking him for service to our 
profession above and beyond!

 

     Also occurring on July 1, 
Brooks Paternotte, executive di-
rector of the Irvine Nature Center 
in Maryland, will be joining the 
board. Brooks has been the direc-
tor of his nature center for four 
years; prior to that he was a class-
room teacher and middle school 
principal in Baltimore. He is an 
experienced fund-raiser and has 
served on the ANCA Development 
Committee for the past two years 
and on two ANCA Peer Consult 
teams. Brooks stated, “Had it not 
been for ANCA, I would never 
have found success in this position 
nor grown professionally though 
peer consults and Summits. When 
the opportunity to give back to 
the organization presented itself, 
I jumped at it.” We are thrilled to 
have Brooks on board!

Tim Sandsmark - once a treehugger, 
always a treehugger

mailto:ken@gsmit.org
mailto:aparker%40ijams.org?subject=
mailto:jdefillipo@wetlandcenter.com
mailto:carlson@shakerlakes.org
mailto:jason%40blandfordnaturecenter.org
mailto:paternotteb%40explorenature.org?subject=
mailto:kpochman%40llnf.org
mailto:tina.popson%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:nixoncountypark@york-county.org
mailto:nixoncountypark@york-county.org
mailto:nixoncountypark@york-county.org
mailto:patty.weisse%40gmail.com%20?subject=
mailto:vera.vollbrecht%40nashville.gov
mailto:winslow@mtsd.org
mailto:jenlevy%40natctr.org?subject=
mailto:jenlevy@natctr.org
mailto:caitlinfader%40natctr.org?subject=
mailto:membership%40natctr.org?subject=
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Award              (continued from page 1)

education (EE), Ken began his 
career as the Director of Educa-
tion at the Children’s Museum of 
Hartford, Connecticut. He worked 
as the Curator of Natural Sci-
ence at the Children’s Museum 
of Indianapolis, Indiana before 
returning to Connecticut to serve 
as the Director of the New Canaan 
Nature Center. He went on to be 
the Director of Glen Helen Na-
ture Preserve in Yellow Springs, 
Ohio and the Executive Director 
at Fontenelle Forest Associa-
tion in Omaha, Nebraska. Ken 
also served as the Vice President/
Executive Director for National 
Audubon Minnesota and remains 
adjunct faculty at Antioch Univer-
sity New England.
     In 2005, Ken became the 
founder and president of Green 
Hearts Institute for Nature in 
Childhood, a nonprofit conserva-
tion organization that focused 
on nature-based play and how it 
can be restored to childhood. Pat 
Welch, retired Executive Direc-
tor of Pine Jog Environmental 
Education Center, notes that he 
“pursued his passion relentlessly 
by promoting nature pre-schools 
and the concept of nature centers 
as playgrounds for unstructured 
nature play. When Ken formed 
Green Hearts Institute for Nature 
in Childhood, he was among the 
earliest professionals to embrace 
these approaches and was a pio-
neer in giving these concepts life 
and moving them into the main-
stream.”
     In addition to providing vi-
sion and leadership to the nature 
centers he led, he simultaneously 
committed the time to consult with 
23 other nature centers as part -

of ANCA Peer Consult teams, a 
number that remains as one of the 
top two individual’s participation 
rates. One consult team member 
notes Ken’s valuable contribu-
tions, describing Ken as being the 
purveyor of sage wisdom with his 
ability to quickly key in on critical 
issues and quickly identify what 
was most important. Ken also vol-
unteered for ANCA along the way. 
He served two full terms on the 
ANCA board, including the role of 
President, and lead ANCA during 
its crucial formative years. Gordon 
Maupin states “Ken not only kept 
ANCA alive, but marshaled other 
nature center leaders to foster its 
critical growth in membership, 
services, and importance.”
     Perhaps most notable in all his 
accomplishments are Ken’s intel-
lectual and philosophical contribu-
tions to the profession, especially 
his total passion for promoting 
groundbreaking environmental 
education initiatives. Charity 
Krueger cites his articles and 
lectures that have inspired dozens 
of nature centers to develop nature 
play preschools and notes “in 
early 2000, Ken developed and led 
an analysis for a cohort of nature 
center directors in Ohio regarding 
the feasibility of developing nature 
play preschools. As a result of that 
effort, Aullwood created a nature 
play preschool at their working 
farm in collaboration with Head 
Start. That preschool opened in 
2012 and is still the only Head 
Start program in the country that is 
situated on a sustainable farm.”
     In her nomination letter, Mar-
cie Oltman, executive director of 
the Tamarack Nature Center, who 
has been Ken’s professional col-
league for more than thirty years, 
writes the following, “Working 

Iain Nicolson Audubon Center - Gibbon, Nebraska 
Landscape Architecture and Master Planning

214 954 7160 
www.studiooutside.us

studioOutside
NORTH 0’

Scale: 1”=30’

30’ 60’ 90’

IAIN NICOLSON AUDUBON CENTER
A T  R O W E  S A N C T U A R Y

PLATTE RIVER

VISITOR CENTER: SITE PLAN studioOutside

side by side with Ken is a master 
class in how to blend philosophy, 
conviction, knowledge, disrup-
tion, strategy, argument, devil’s 
advocacy, and just plain stubborn-
ness, when advocating for positive 
change.” For these reasons and all 
those above, Ken Finch emulates 
what it means to be a leader and is 
a deserving recipient of the 2017 
ANCA Nature Center Leadership 
Award which will be presented on 
August 24th at the ANCA Summit.
     Congratulations Ken! Job, and 
career, well done!!

http://www.studiooutside.us/
http://davidcatlin.com/
https://www.facebook.com/davidcatlinconsulting%3Ffref%3Dts
https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidcatlinconsulting
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August 23-27 
at  McDowell Environmental Education Programs

in Nauvoo, Alabama!

Thank You to our Summit Sponsors!
Supporting Sponsor

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •Contributing Sponsors

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Table Sponsors                      • Jabebo • Studio Outside • Taylor Studios • 
 • Tara Armistead, Landscape Architecture •  Touchstone Distributing •

Don’t Delay     Register Today!*

http://stevejonesgbh.com/
http://hello.doubleknot.com/NatureCenters
http://www.gwwoinc.com/
http://www.leadteamconsulting.com/
https://www.marshallsterling.com/monticello/shine-bright-nature-center-specialty-insurance-program
http://www.studiooutside.us/
http://www.studiooutside.us/
http://www.comground.com/
mailto:http://www.natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/?subject=
http://natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/
http://
http://larklabel.com/
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        raised for her commitment  
         to conservation, people 
skills, and her ability to focus 
others on a goal, the Association 
of Nature Center Administrators 
recognizes Haley Breniser with 
the 2017 ANCA Outstanding 
New Leader Award. 
     Laurie Stanek, Antrim 
County Board of Commissioners 
Member, writes, “I have wit-
nessed first-hand her work ethic 
and fund-raising capabilities… 
with her creativity and hard 
work, Grass River has been able 
to hire additional staff for con-
ducting educational classes and 
programs as well as the support 
staff needed for the day to day 
activities and office work.” 
     In just three short years as 
the Executive Director of Grass 
River Natural Area, Haley has 
raised over $80,000 in grants 
used in part to develop the fund-
raising capacity of her team and 
resulting in the generation of 
over $200,000 in donations. It is 
evident that Haley is a force for 
positive growth for her center 
and the profession. 
     Prior to her work at Grass 
River Natural Area, in Bellaire, 
Michigan, Haley’s professional 
career includes conducting 

Haley Breniser ~ Executive Director at Grass River Natural Area

ANCA’s 2017 Outstanding New Leader Award

Tina Popson
Asst. Director Student Engagement
Creighton University
Omaha, NE

ornithological research with 
the PCSU Maui Forest Bird 
Recover Project in Makawao, 
Hawaii, serving as the Direc-
tor of Ecological Services at 
the Kalamazoo Nature Center 
in Kalamazoo, Michigan and 
coordinating aspects of care for 
birds of prey as a Senior Wild-
life Specialist at the High Des-
ert Museum in Bend, Oregon. 
She is a graduate of Michigan 
State University and also com-
pleted multidisciplinary stud-
ies in Pokhara, Nepal. She was 
hired as the Executive Director 
of Grass River Natural Area in 

November of 2013.
     According to Lori Sak, Board 
Chair of Grass River Natural 
Area Inc., “Haley is a vision-
ary who has a knack for turning 
dreams into reality.” In 2015 her 
leadership brought an ANCA 
Peer Consult to the site, and she 
used the resulting report to guide 
her in relationship building with 
the county. That same year she 
completed a course on Fundrais-
ing Principles and Strategies 
through North Sky sponsored by 
the Indiana University School of 
Philanthropy and two years later 
completed an elite Beta North 
Sky Fund Development Cohort 
Class.
     Haley epitomizes profession-
alism and strives to implement 
best practices, including improv-
ing her professional growth by 
gaining expertise through her 
fundraising coursework, attend-
ing ANCA Summits, and serving 
on an ANCA Peer Consult team 
in Seguin, Texas. 

“The one quality that impresses me the most is Haley’s integrity. She is open, honest, and sincere in her 
dealings with people. She is respectful of others and shows people that she values their opinions, even 
when they hold different opinions from hers. Her friendliness and enthusiasm draw people to her and to 
Grass River Natural Area.”					        Peg Comfort, Board Chair, Torch Conservation Center

p

Haley Breniser

-

http://natctr.org/professional-services/leadership-awards/
http://www.taylorstudios.com/
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    he Association of Nature Center  
      Administrators is honored to 
distinguish Blandford Nature Cen-
ter Founder and former Director 
Mary Jane Dockeray as the inau-
gural ANCA President’s Award re-
cipient for foundational leadership 
in the nature and environmental 
learning center profession. 
     During a nearly 70-year ca-
reer, Mary Jane has helped instill 
environmental education for youth 
as part of the nature and environ-
mental learning center profession. 
Since boldly asking for the dona-
tion of ten acres of private land in 
1964 for “getting kids boots on the 
ground,” Mary Jane has displayed 
what Jason Meyer, current Presi-
dent/CEO of the Blandford Nature 
Center calls “her characteristic 
willingness to push boundaries.”
     Over 43 years, Mary Jane grew 
those ten acres into a 143-acre ref-
uge that has served more than two 
million visitors - an astounding 
accomplishment! Among her inno-
vative achievements is the foun-
dation of the Blandford School, 
a sixth grade program where 60 
public school students spend their 
entire school year using the nature 
center as their classroom. 
     Beyond Blandford, Mary Jane 
helped build youth environmen-
tal education into the ethos of 

Mary Jane Dockeray ~ Blandford Nature Center Founder & Former Director

ANCA President’s Award ~ 2017

the profession by freely offering 
her knowledge. She hosted and 
supported an early professional 
association of nature center ad-
ministrators: the Michigan Coali-
tion of Nature Centers. Corky 
McReynolds, PhD, CPF, and 
former Coalition member writes, 
“Her inspiration to me helped 
launch my career, and I am just 
one of literally thousands of lives 
she has touched.” 
     Mary Jane Dockeray exempli-
fies the exceptional contribution 
to the nature and environmental 
learning center profession that the 
President’s Award was created to 
acknowledge. ANCA Board Presi-
dent, Francis Velazquez, writes, “It 
is how Mary Jane’s story touches 
on all the aspects of our profession 
that captured my attention. It was 

the humility, simple directness, 
foresight, and sustained effort that 
brought her consideration for the 
President’s Award.  It was how she 
educated one child, through one 
program, one field trip, one nature 
center, one pioneering idea after 
another and how she influenced 
one community and one profes-
sion with such lasting effects that 
made it clear she should be award-
ed by ANCA.”  
     Jen Levy, ANCA Executive 
Director, writes, “Mary Jane 
represents an exceptional group 
of individuals who recognized 
the need to secure the places that 
are now a vital network of nature 
education sites. Our profession is 
indebted to Mary Jane and her fel-
low nature education pioneers, and 
I am thrilled the board is recogniz-
ing her.” 
     To no surprise, at age 90, Mary 
Jane continues to live out her 
commitment to environmental 
education. You can find her capti-
vating young learners and mentees 
weekly at the Blandford Nature 
Center. On behalf of the nature 
and environmental learning center 
profession, we recognize Mary 
Jane Dockeray for her unwaver-
ing commitment to youth, nature, 
and the profession with the ANCA 
President’s Award – rock on Mary 
Jane! 
     The ANCA President’s Award 
will be presented to Mary Jane 
Dockeray this fall in Grand Rap-
ids, Michigan. 

Caitlin Fader
Marketing & Development Assistant
Association of Nature Center 
Administrators
Logan, UT

t

Mary Jane Dockeray
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(continued on page 9)

Whitney Moore Shea is the Camp McDowell interim 
Executive Director. She began her tenure 
here as an Instructor at the McDowell En-
vironmental Center, later becoming Guest 
Services Director, then Assistant Director of 
Camp McDowell. 

Mark Johnston, who recently retired after 26 ½ 
years as Executive Director, will be a 
part of the ANCA Summit. He is a priest 
in the Episcopal Church and a carpenter 
who loves to build things. Not one to stop 
working to make the world a better place, 
Mark is now entering the 2018 race for 

governor of Alabama.  

Maggie Johnston is the Director of 
McDowell Educational Programs, includ-
ing the McDowell Environmental Center, 
Farm School, and Magnolia Nature Pre-
school. She taught science and environ-
mental education at Alabama School for 

the Deaf for 21 years before starting her career at 
McDowell 13 years ago.

Jen Kopnicky  is the McDowell Environ-
mental Center Director and Ropes Course 
Director. She has taught at The Outdoor 
School in Texas, worked at multiple sum-
mer camps across the US, and managed 
Venture Outdoors’ rock climbing non-prof-

it. Jen has been a permanent staff member at McDow-
ell Environmental Center since 2009. 

Carrie Evans, the Assistant Director of 
McDowell Environmental Center, was 
born and raised in a suburb of Philadelphia 
called Chester Springs. While in college, 

i
she worked on an organic farm where she was in 
charge of all educational programs. After college, she 
dabbled in the sales and financial industries. But she 
soon realized that she was meant to be in environmen-
tal education. Carrie moved to Alabama to become an 
instructor in 2014. 

Kendra Burns, the Animal Program 
Manager and Outreach Coordinator, is 
from Florence, Kentucky and discovered 
her love for raptors and snakes when she 

started teaching at McDowell in 2011. In 2013 she 
furthered her experience in environmental education 
and animal care at Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve, 
Alabama 4-H Science School, and an apprenticeship 
with the US Forest Service at the Woodlands Nature 
Station.

Trish Smrecak, Education and Curriculum 
Manager, is originally from a small farm-
ing town in Michigan, but has lived in a lot 
of places across the northeast. She has a 
B.S. in geology from St. Lawrence Uni-
versity, an M.S. from University of Cincin-

nati, and a Ph.D. from Michigan State. She is a 2014 
thru-hiker of the Appalachian Trail and is finishing up 
a 100 mile challenge on the North Country Trail. 

Andrew Shea is the Produce Ambassa-
dor (Farmer) at Camp McDowell. After 
scouring the nether regions of our planet 
in search of Utopian habitation, Andrew 
has returned to McDowell. Most recently 
working as a goodwill ambassador in Haiti, 

his diverse career path has led him to the understand-
ing that the heart of nurturing change lies in the grum-
bling belly of us all. 

Meet Our Summit Hosts ~ 
		  Magnolia Summit Aug. 23 ~ 27 

Profile:

    t’s always nice to be able to see a familiar face when arriving some place new. So to help you get a little  
     acquainted with the hard working people hosting our Summit this August, read on and meet the staff at 
McDowell Environmental Education Programs!

http://audubon-center.org/
http://natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/
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Hosts               (continued from page 8)

Laura Rodgers is the Program 
Coordinator for the 
McDowell Farm 
School. Laura grew up 
outside of Ann Arbor, 
Michigan and attended 
Michigan State Uni-

versity. She had been bouncing 
between jobs in agriculture and 
education until she found the per-
fect blend of both these interests at 
the McDowell Farm School! 

Stacey Glenn, the on-site  
Registered Nurse for 
McDowell, graduated 
from Wallace State 
with her registered 
nursing degree in 
2006. She has previ-

ous nursing experience in the 
hospital, nursing home, and home 
health areas. Now she has the 
awesome opportunity to work with 
children here at Camp McDowell. 

Brandon Phillips is the Camp 
Medic. Brandon grew 
up on the coast of Mis-
sissippi. After gradua-
tion from the Univer-
sity of South Alabama, 
he spent the next 

five summers in Alaska, work-
ing at a friend’s homestead farm 
and guiding wilderness trips for 
young folks at Trailside Discovery 
Camp in Anchorage. Brandon has 
worked for Camp McDowell’s 
Environmental Center since 2009, 
with intermitten travels to the far 
North. 

        e all know the ecological and 
environmental benefits that nature 
centers provide. The health and 
well-being of plants, animals, and 
other organisms should always 
be top of mind. We are also well 
aware of the many benefits to us 
human beings as individuals – 
recreation, solace, education, and 
an opportunity to connect with na-
ture. However, we often forget just 
how beneficial nature centers are 
to another important “constituen-
cy” – that 
is, our 
society as 
a whole. 
We are at 
a time in 
our coun-
try’s his-
tory when 
we need 
to pull 
together 
and share 
common experiences, and nature 
centers provide unique spaces 
where Americans of all stripes 
gather together for shared rest, 
relaxation, and education. 
     Our world is not always a calm 
and placid place. Recent events 
often remind us of this. Turn on 
the news and headlines often blare 
back and forth in a nonstop rhetor-
ical battle. Elections, politicking, 
and lawmaking are often shrouded 
in ugliness and divisiveness. Can 
anything bring us together?
     Yes – and our country’s nature 
centers can be part of the solution. 
In a time of polarization, Ameri-
ca’s nature centers still bring  

Chris Brusatte
Interpretive Planner 
Taylor Studios, Inc.
Rantoul, IL

Bringing People Together:
Why America’s Nature Centers are Needed Now More Than Ever

w

-

everybody together. Venture to 
your local site and you will see 
people of all ages, races, ethnici-
ties, and socioeconomic back-
grounds smiling together and 
enjoying the outdoors. Nature 
centers bring people together to 
share experiences and to forge 
relationships. In a world increas-
ingly divided by barriers, bubbles, 
and differences, America’s na-
ture centers foster inclusion and 
togetherness. Need inspiration? 
Look no further…

“There is a love of wild nature in 
everybody.”         ~  John Muir

“It embodies that 
uniquely Ameri-
can idea that each 
of us has an equal 
share in the land 
around us…Today, 
our open spaces 
are more precious 
than ever, and it’s 
more important 
than ever that we 
come together to 
protect them for 

the next generation.”
                          ~  Barack Obama

“We have the privilege of living 
in a land of unparalleled beauty. 
We’ve got vast mountain ranges 
and mighty rivers and open plains 
and spectacular coastlines. These 
open spaces are the shared heri-
tage of everybody. They just don’t 
belong to a few people – they 
belong to all of us.”
                        ~  George W. Bush

“One touch of nature makes the 
whole world kin.”
                 ~  William Shakespeare

photo courtesy of Taylor Studios Inc
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Thank You to our 
Business Members!

We are grateful for the financial support 
and expertise of our Business Members. 
We hope the ANCA membership will 

consider these businesses when they are 
in need of market resources.

Books for Specialty Retailers Since 1986

Order online 
www.comground.com

800-654-0626

Platinum:
• Common Ground Distributors
• GWWO Architects

Gold:
• Doubleknot 
• iZone Imaging
• Studio Outside

Silver:
• Acorn Group & Acorn Naturalist
• David Catlin Consulting
• LeadTeam Consulting
• Marshall & Sterling Insurance
• Naturalist Journeys
• Nature Watch 
• Taylor Studios

Bronze:
• Plantsmap.com

Build Capacity
Create Direction
Take Action

Corky McReynolds - PhD, CPF

www.leadteamconsulting.com www.nature-watch.com
800-228-5816

Replica Skulls

Displays
Serving

Nature Centers 
since 1987 So Much More...

http://www.comground.com/
http://www.comground.com/
http://www.gwwoinc.com/
http://hello.doubleknot.com/NatureBotanical
http://www.izoneimaging.com/
http://www.studiooutside.us/
http://www.acorngroup.com/
http://davidcatlin.com/
http://www.leadteamconsulting.com/
https://www.marshallsterling.com/
http://www.naturalistjourneys.com/
http://www.nature-watch.com/
http://www.taylorstudios.com/
https://www.plantsmap.com/
http://www.leadteamconsulting.com/
http://www.nature-watch.com
http://caligo.com/
http://hello.doubleknot.com/NatureCenters
https://www.marshallsterling.com/monticello/shine-bright-nature-center-specialty-insurance-program
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Nature’s Delight 
Coffee

Bird Friendly • Organic • Fair Trade

Bulk Prices Available
Proceeds benefit  

ANCA’s Scholarship Fund

More information:
435.787.8209

http://hello.doubleknot.com/NatureCenters
https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidcatlinconsulting
https://www.facebook.com/davidcatlinconsulting/
http://www.gwwoinc.com/
http://marshallsterling.com/leeds/insurance-risk-management-for-nonprofits
http://www.acorn-group.net/
http://www.acorngroup.com/
http://www.caffeibis.com/
https://www.caffeibis.com/buy-coffee/triple-certified/organic-anca-nature-s-delight
http://www.izoneimaging.com/
https://www.marshallsterling.com/monticello/shine-bright-nature-center-specialty-insurance-program
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(continued on page 13)

     ou don’t have to be a nature 
      center administrator to know 
that children today spend much 
less time outdoors than in previous 
generations: compare your play 
experiences to those of your chil-
dren or grandchildren. While you 
probably spent hours digging in 
the dirt or climbing trees, young-
sters of today are more likely to be 
shuffled to scheduled activities or 
playing on electronic devices.
     Yet in order for children to take 
an interest in the environment 
as they grow, studies show that 
they need to learn to love nature 
first. That love starts with explor-
ing woods, climbing trees, and 
jumping in puddles: interviews of 
environmentalists have shown that 
their interest in nature was rooted 
in the outdoor play in nature they 
experienced when they were 
young, often aided by a caring 
adult such as a parent, grandpar-
ent, or educator.   
     The Hudson Highlands Nature 
Museum (HHNM) in Cornwall, 
NY has a long history of work-
ing with children and families 
through environmental education 
programs, summer camps, and 
adult/child programs to fulfill its 
mission to “create responsible 
caretakers of the environment.”  
HHNM opened the Hudson 
Valley’s first nature and science 
preschool program in 1994, and 
opened the region’s first nature 
play area, Grasshopper Grove, in 
2013.  
     Using the resources of the mu-
seum, preschool, and nature play 
area, HHNM developed a two-

year project with the specific goal 
of promoting nature play. Entitled 
Early Childhood Action in Nature, 
or ECAN, the project was funded 
in 2015 by the Institute for Muse-
um and Library Services  (IMLS).  
ECAN aimed to reach educators 
of children ages 4-7 in two ways: 
through teacher education in the 
form of nature play workshops 
and a direct nature play experience 

facilitated by nature play guides in 
Grasshopper Grove. Parents and 
caregivers of young children were 
reached through public nature play 
event programming at Grasshop-
per Grove and through take home 
literature. The hypothesis behind 
ECAN is that if children spend 
more time outside playing, they 
are more likely to become respon-
sible caretakers of the environ-
ment as adults.
     The goal of the ECAN project 
was to use play programs and 
workshops to develop in adults an 
appreciation of how nature play 
makes children happier, healthier, 
smarter, and more likely to care 
for the environment, thereby shift-
ing the attitudes and behaviors 
of the adults who care for young 
children, so that they will in turn 
encourage those youngsters to 
spend more time outdoors -- for 

longer periods.  
     For the public, HHNM of-
fered monthly themed programs, 
which took place during a specific 
time period during Grasshopper 
Grove’s weekend public hours. A 
few examples of programming? A 
celebration of International Mud 
Day complete with mud pits, a 
mud kitchen, and painting with 
mud (along with a cleanup sta-
tion to hose down participants); a 
nature art program that involved 
weaving long leaves and plant 
stems to create a hideout teepee in 
Grasshopper Grove; and a Fairy 
House event where families built 
tiny homes from found natural 
materials (based on the Tracy 
Kane book Fairy Houses).  Also, 
seasonal scavenger hunts were 
held so that children could dis-
cover flora and fauna common to 
areas of HHNM within Grasshop-
per Grove as well as on the nearby 
hiking trails and at a pond on 
museum property.
    
Each program was designed to:
  • Be “self-service” – Children 
could come to a station and use 
the materials with little instruc-
tion from the adults. HHNM play 
facilitators, known as “Play Rang-
ers,” provided an introduction, an-
swered questions, and made sure 
that materials were available and 
ready for the play to take place 
at any time during the play event 
hours. The adults helped, but did 
not lead play activities.
  • Be open-ended – Nature is 
inherently flexible, but any hu-
man-made additions such as art 
materials or tools used in the play 
events were intentionally chosen 

Tina Edel, M.S. Ed
ECAN Project Manager
Hudson Highlands Nature Museum
Cornwall, NY

Nature Play Lessons Learned:
“Early Childhood Action in Nature” at Hudson Highlands Nature Museum

y

Climbing log at Grasshopper Grove, 
Hudson Highlands Nature Museum
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(continued on page 14)

so that children of different ages 
could use them in multiple ways - 
to play and create from their own 
imaginations. For example, the 
outdoor art program had no adult 
sample projects.
  • Provide ‘take-away’ info for the 
adults – This provided an educa-
tional component for families on 
the benefits and value of nature 
play as well as resources to con-
tinue or extend outdoor play with 
their children at home. Examples 
of the take-home sheets included:  
recipes for dirt play dough, infor-
mation on Fairy Houses, and some 
background on International Mud 
Day.
  • Be replicated at home – A key 
goal of the ECAN project was to 
promote nature play so that chil-
dren will play outside in nature 
more regularly, encouraged by 
adults who understand the many 
ways that it benefits child develop-
ment and how it promotes con-
servation behaviors. Each activity 
was simple, free or inexpensive, 
and easily done in a home back-
yard, a park, or any natural envi-
ronment.

Results/Lessons Learned from 
ECAN:
     The grant required HHNM to 
bring in external evaluators to 
determine if ECAN was having 
the desired effect. The evaluation 
firm PEER Associates developed 
survey and analysis tools for 
participating educators and public 
visitors to Grasshopper Grove.   
PEER’s analysis showed a dramat-
ic shift in the attitudes of educa-
tors and parents after participating 
in ECAN, and an increase in the 
frequency of nature play. In other 
words, adults at home and school 
understood the value of nature 
play and were supporting children 
in more outdoor play, for longer 

periods. One parent wrote in their 
survey, “[I’m] forever grateful to 
HHNM for bringing us closer to 
nature and each other, and teach-
ing our children how to be good 
stewards of the earth.” 
     Average daily public attendance 
at Grasshopper Grove Nature Play 
area increased 24.6% from 2015 
to 2016, fueled by the nature play 
events. The themed events were 
promoted on the HHNM website, 
local print media, HHNM social 
media, as well as local parenting 
sites such as Hudson Valley Par-
ent. The events and their promo-
tion also resulted in an increase 
in new, non-member visitors to 
Grasshopper Grove. (Admission 
for museum members is free; non-
members pay a daily admission 
fee for adults and children age 

2 and older.)  After families had 
visited HHNM for a Grasshopper 
Grove event, they often returned 
for subsequent play events, gen-
eral nature play time in Grasshop-
per Grove, a weekend education 
program, or to view the museum’s 
collection of local wildlife at its 
Wildlife Education Center. Mul-
tiple visits led to increased mem-
bership.
     The families who discovered 

Hudson Highlands Nature Mu-
seum through the nature play 
events also expressed interest in 
other HHNM programming such 
as scout programs and the Young 
Naturalist Preschool Program - 
fostering an ongoing connection 
to HHNM that has the potential to 
grow and develop.

What Can Nature Centers Do to 
Promote Nature Play? 
Suggestions for Success:
     If your center would like to 
bring young families to your 
site through nature play events, 
a nature play area is useful but 
not necessarily required. Though 
Grasshopper Grove provides an 
inviting and flexible resource for 
HHNM, nature centers anywhere 
can provide play events using the 
spaces available at their own sites 
such as:
  • Nature trails can provide spaces 
for Fairy House events, or for 
scavenger hunts (where plants and 
animals are discovered and ob-
served only!)
  • Open spaces allow room for 
mud events, art events using natu-
ral materials, or any play where 
the materials can be transported in.
  • Involve an educator familiar 
with early childhood development 
in the planning and execution of 
the events, so that the materials 
and themes are appropriate for 
children under the age of 7 (who 
act and play differently from older 
kids).
  • Connect with local parenting 
sites through social media to pro-
mote nature play events.

Leveraging Connections to 
Schools: Home-School Connec-
tion
     The ECAN project’s educator 
program connected HHNM with 
over 100 area early childhood 
educators, primarily prekinder-

Celebrating International Mud Day  
at Hudson Highlands Nature Museum

Play                         (cont. from page 12)
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Play                        (cont. from page 13)

garten and kindergarten teachers.  
After they attended a nature play 
workshop at HHNM, educators 
brought their students to Grass-
hopper Grove for a class visit for 
nature play. During the visits, 
teachers saw their students en-
gage in nature play. The teachers 
then expressed through follow-up 
questionnaires that their observa-
tions helped them realize the value 
of nature play for their students.  
Their ECAN experiences encour-
aged the educators to bring their 
students outside for longer peri-
ods, to add nature play elements 
such as tree cookies (slices of tree 
branches or trunks), or rocks to 
their play areas.
      In turn, the participating 
educators were given nature play 
pamphlets for the families of their 
students to extend the nature play 
message. The pamphlets included 
simple nature play information, 
suggestions, and a free admission 
coupon for the family to return to 
HHNM for one visit.
     Through the educator and 
public programs provided by the 
ECAN project, HHNM has been 

able to reach more young families.  
As parents and teachers see their 
children playing outdoors and en-
joying nature, the results of ECAN 
have shown that they are more 
likely to both return to HHNM and 
to send their children outdoors for 

more old-fashioned, child-led play.
     The Hudson Highlands Nature 
Museum is a center for nature in 
Cornwall, NY.  The Mission of the 

Hosted by Quinta Mazatlan World Birding Center 
&

ANCA Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas Partners
                              McAllen, TX

SAVE the Date ~ Sept. 19-23, 2018
• Dream Big Summit •
Living Your Bucket List

Museum is to create responsible 
caretakers of the environment. 
Through quality educational pro-
grams for the public that focus on 
the unique ecology of the Hudson 
Valley, the Museum promotes 
knowledge and appreciation of the 
natural world and the dynamic role 
of human interaction in its well-
being.  For resources and informa-
tion about nature play including a 
copy of the ECAN evaluation, go 
to hhnm.org and click on “Nature 
Play.”
     The ECAN project was made 
possible in part by the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services 
grant # MA-10-14-0190-14. The 
IMLS is the primary source of 
federal support for the nation’s 
123,000 libraries and 35,000 mu-
seums. Their mission is to inspire 
libraries and museums (and nature 
centers) to advance innovation, 
lifelong learning, and cultural and 
civic engagement. Their grant 
making, policy development, and 
research help libraries and muse-
ums deliver valuable services that 
make it possible for communities 
and individuals to thrive. To learn 
more, visit www.imls.gov. 

Painting with Water at Hudson 
Highlands Nature Museum

-

http://www.quintamazatlan.com/
http://www.imls.gov


Aug. 23 ~ 25
McDowell Environmental 

Education Programs
Nauvoo, AL

Registration Now Open!

Peer Consults - We know the business. We’re in it too!
Join the Team!

ANCA’s Consult Services are a success because of it’s  
members’ participation on Consult Teams. Please  

consider sharing your experiences and lessons learned.

Consult Team members donate their time but all 
expenses are paid. Participating in a Consult is a great way to 
see other parts of the country, learn about other nature centers, 

and take home valuable knowledge for your own center.

To find out more about 
ANCA’s Peer Consults 

or
 if you’re interested in serving on a Consult Team 

contact Jen at:

jenlevy@natctr.org
or 

435.787.8209

ANCA offers consulting assistance to nature centers 
and other environmental education organizations at very  
reasonable rates. 
   The cost includes transportation, lodging, and 
meals for the team, plus a $3,250 fee that goes toward  
supporting ANCA’s professional services. Our board of  
directors and members provide these services with no  
personal financial gain, while you gain the advantage of 
advice and guidance from some of the profession’s most 
respected and experienced leaders.

What can be covered? Well, just about anything  
involved with planning, funding, and operations. 

Some topics include:
  • Assistance with long range and strategic planning	     
  • Review facilities and trails
  • Program evaluation  
  • Personnel & human resources issues			 
  • Fundraising and fiscal management
  • Green building
  • Exhibits		       	     
  • Starting a center			 
  • Organizational structure

http://www.natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/
http://www.natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/
http://www.natctr.org/index.php?id=8
mailto:jenlevy%40natctr.org
http://www.natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/
http://www.natctr.org/meetings/annual-summit/


ANCA Publications - a Fabulous Educational Investment

     • Director’s Guide to Best Practices     
     • Interpretive Design of Nature Centers: Exhibits
     • Interpretive Design of Nature Centers: Buildings
     • The Search for Extraordinary Leadership: Securing Your Next Executive Director
     • Programming - Citizen Science 
     • The Nature Center Book: How to Create and Nurture a Nature Center in Your Community

To get your copies today: 
download an order form from the Publications page at: www.natctr.org

or contact: jenlevy@natctr.org or 435-787-8209

The Director’s Guide to Best Practices

Association of Nature Center Administrators

the Search for

Securing your next Executive Director
Extraordinary Leadership:

Order Today!
Branding & Marketing Your Nature Center
  • Building your brand on a strong foundation
  • Developing a Differentiated Brand
  • Developing a Marketing Strategy and Tactical Plan
  • Protecting Your Brand and Building Brand Equity  
     Over Time
  • Staffing the Marketing Role
  • Marketing and Branding Examples

 Leadership

Strategic Planning

Boards

Staff

Fundraising

Examples from the Nature and Environmental Learning Center Profession

Norma Jeanne Byrd
Association of Nature Center Administrators

Byrd

Director’s Guide
to

Best Practices

Examples from the Nature and
Environmental Learning Center Profession

Do you want to be a better director?

Are you searching for a quick reference or more detailed  
information on issues you encounter as an organization leader?  

Do you want help solving the problems and challenges you face as 
a director or to learn even better ways of doing your job?

Then this book is for you. 

Directors Guide to Best Practices contains proven methods, tips, 
techniques, and examples from directors and other experts in five 
essential areas – leadership, strategic planning, boards, staff, and 
fundraising. These best practices will lead organization directors 

from any field on a step by step path to success.

Follow this guide and make these your best practices too!

Association of Nature Center Administrators

ANCA promotes and supports best leadership and management practices for the 
nature and environmental learning center profession.

Director’s Guide to Best PracticesDirector’s Guide to Best Practices
Second Edition

Second Edition

D
irector’s G

uide to B
est Practices

D
irector’s G

uide to B
est Practices

printed in Canada on 100% recycled paper

ISBN 978-0-9702976-9-3

9 780970 297693

5 6 0 0 0

directors guide cover 2012 (2).indd   1 7/11/13   7:48:34 AM

http://natctr.org/index.php?id=9

