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In the muddy Vermont woods, teens disc
community, and-a newfound love of learning.

By Grace Rubenstein
Photography by Angie Beaulieu

”:ﬁi' he clouds are stll thick from recent rain as nineteen
2 "4 = students board a bus outside Vergennes Union High
- School (VUHS), in rural Vergennes, Vermont. They
lcave cement-block walls and linoleum-tile halls
that conjure images of The Breakfast Club and other movies about
high school to ride for fifteen minutes past rolling green hay
fields and stands of bare trees, sagging barns and modest ranch
houses. When they get off the bus on a country highway, four of
them stop 1o pull kale and tall lecks from a garden for the day'’s
lunch. Then they follow the others 500 feet down a soggy trail wo
the grove of red cedars that is their classroom
As they gather in a circle, teacher Julia Bunting suggests

they introduce themselves to several guests by playing a name

Daily Constitutional

"5 e

over science,

game: The students will take turns telling what they want o be
when they grow up. Jamison “Jamo™ Bannister, a skinny soph
omore in a black leather jacker, looks at her disbelievingly and

says, - What do you think this is—school?

The Walden Project is not school in the traditional sense
It is 2 community of nineteen students and two teachers who
use this former farmland for what the founder calls a “grear, liv

ing template for education.” They spend three days a week our

doors, through fall, bitter winter, and spring. On Tuesdays, for
Field Sociology class and writing, the students visit government
olhices nnnpru!i( organizations and other institutions in

Burlington, a college town of 40,000 located 20 miles away




On Fridays, they work at internships in their areas of interest
h as Web design or photography
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As Walden Project graduate Kelsey Stetson
says, it’s almost as if the fields and trees out-
side Vergennes, Vermont, were waiting for a
nature-based education program like Walden.
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les of how educators use place
as a locus for learning:

Common Ground High School, a charter school in
New Haven, Connecticut, links curriculum o community
in four trimester-long core courses. In Four Corners class, for
example, teens investigate the histories of city neighborhoods
and conduct oral-history interviews with residents.
Environmental Justice, which examines issues affecting stu-
dents’ own neighborhoods and the politics involved,
includes student-led outreach for public awareness.
Exploiting its location on 20 acres of city parkland, Common
Ground, with help from its 150 students, also operates an
organic farm,

King Middle School, in Portand, Maine, leads its 500
students through a series of cight- to twelve-week experiential-
learning expeditions cach year. The projects span multiple
disciplines, involve the community, and demand that students
conduct research and present their products to legitimate audi-
ences. For instance, a group of sixth-grade students this school
year did an expedition on mapping, which included surveying
local forests, receiving guidance from professional cartogra-
phers, and creating thematic maps of their own lives. Another
group of sixth graders studied the relationship between food
and culture, visiting local ethnic restaurants to sample menu
items and planning a school garden.

Miner County Community Revitalization, a local-
development organization in South Dakota, is recruiting teens
to help revitalize the rural county, which is strained by unem-
ployment. With a grant from the federal Department of Health
and Human Services, the organization has asked students to
conduct local interviews, surveys, and data analysis to create
strategies for such efforts as promoting organic industry and
combating poverty. In Corsica, a city of 625 people, high
school seniors research the potential for a local housing collab-
orative as part of their capstone project. Rural Roots, the
newsletter of the Rural School and Community Trust, says
these seniors ultimately will present a proposal and work with
city planners to help make the plan a reality.

The Heritage Project wms high school students in
Arizona and Montana into local historians. Project leaders in
cach state help the teens conduct oral-history interviews and
other research to chronicle local heritage. The students examine
such questions as the significance of the land for the people of
Anzona’s Colorado River Indian Tribes Reservation, how the
wives of military men stationed in the Arizona Territory con-
tributed to their community, and how residents of Libby,
Montana, responded to the influx of people during the con-
struction of the Libby Dam. Students finally create exhibits and
multimedia documentaries, which are displayed and archived in
local museums and at the Library of Congress. —GR
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