F E ATURE

Discovery Program
Introduces Youth to Natural Space
By Carol Graham

Youth pose for a picture during a hike.

W

hen the Tri-Valley
Conservancy received
a generous donation
earmarked for education,
Joelle Cook knew just what to do.

“After seeing a disconnect between the
next generation and the outdoors because
of competing screen time and cuts to
school funding, I was hired to develop an
education program that would support
the mission of Tri-Valley Conservancy
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“Nearly half of the 450 students who
have participated in the Discovery Youth
in Nature program had never been
on a hike before our fieldtrip.”

which protects park and agricultural lands
forever,” says the Tri-Valley Conservancy
(TVC) Education Coordinator. “Getting
kids out to experience the open space and
agricultural history in our community was
top priority since they will steward these
lands someday. Thus, after some creative
brainstorming and curriculum research,
the Discovery Youth
in Nature program blossomed.”
Since its 2015 launch, the Discovery
Youth in Nature program provides area
fourth graders with an opportunity
to learn about and visit some of the
gorgeous wilds that the TVC has been
protecting for decades. Its mission is to
inspire children
to become stewards of the land and to
foster an appreciation for the natural
space in our community.

“Each class that participates has three
days of programming with an educator
from TVC, including a field trip to
Holdener Park, all of which is funded by
Tri-Valley Conservancy,” says Cook.

The three days, spread out over a sixweek period, include a first-day classroom
presentation for which an educator brings
supplies for groups of students to work
on activities centered around California’s
wilderness and watersheds, and do
science experiments demonstrating
erosion and soil science.
The second day involves a field trip
to Livermore’s 55-acre Holdener Park.
Nestled in the hills off of Hansen Road, the
park’s grassland and oak woodland areas
are home to myriad birds, reptiles and
mammals, as well as native wildflowers,
bunch grasses and blue oaks.
“My favorite part of the program is
when we are heading down the trail back
to the bus after our field trip, and the
kids realize our time outside is ending,”
says Cook. “When they ask to do the hike
again, or tell me they don’t want to leave
the park and beg to go up the big hill one
more time, I know we have done our job.”

On the third day, the program
concludes with an activity illustrating the
web of life. The students literally create a
giant web showing how all living things
are interconnected.
“Nearly half of the 450 students who
have participated in the Discovery Youth
in Nature program had never been on
a hike before our fieldtrip,” says TVC
Executive Director Laura Mercier. “After
the fieldtrip, 100 percent of the students
said they wanted to protect their town’s
open space.
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“The children are our future. While
that sounds cliché, they’re the ones who
will be making decisions in the not-sodistant future about development and
growth in our town,” says Cook. “We want
to ensure that they are informed to make
ethical and educated decisions when it
comes to our open space and agricultural
lands. With technology so tightly woven
into our daily lives, we want to make

Students went on a quest to find something “smaller than a penny” to show and discuss.
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“Tri-Valley Conservancy protects land for parks, trails, open
spaces and agriculture forever. The next generation will inherit
the stewardship of these lands and the responsibility of making
land-use planning decisions in the future. If the next generation
doesn’t understand the value of land, how can they protect it?”
Each class is scheduled individually with the teacher.

“The program is aligned with fourth-grade curriculum
standards, so for now we are restricting participation to fourthgrade classes,” says Cook. “Our goal is to reach all of the fourthgrade classrooms in Livermore, then expand our program to
the rest of the Tri-Valley.”

Funding for the ongoing Discovery Youth in Nature program
comes from grants, sponsorships and individual donations. “This
program is exactly what the students want and need to connect
with the outdoors and environmental science,” says Cook. “But
we can’t do it without the support of individuals who donate and
volunteer to make a big difference for the Tri-Valley’s future. We
are looking for a few environmental educators to teach classes
and lead field trips. If you have a flexible schedule and enjoy
teaching children about the outdoors, let us know. And of course,
donations are always welcome and needed to keep this program
going for years to come.”
The Tri-Valley Conservancy’s mission is to permanently
protect the rangelands, open space, fertile soils and biological
resources in the Tri-Valley, and to support a viable agricultural
economy. For longtime and new residents alike, as well as for
visitors from near and far, the hills and vineyards offer scenic
beauty rarely found in populous, over-developed California.
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