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Four Winds Nature Institute

4 Casey Rd.  Chittenden, VT  05737  

802-353-9440   www.fourwindsinstitute.org
INFORMATION FOR FOUR WINDS VOLUNTEERS

Welcome to the Nature Program! 
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The Nature Program is a community of learners, adult volunteers and children, exploring the nearby natural world together. These natural science lessons address key learning standards and help students meet the grade expectations while practicing important science skills and building an understanding of our local environment. You are helping students learn important science content and skills while developing a sense of place and an understanding of the complexity of nature.  It is the dedication of volunteers – your time and energy – that makes this happen. Thank YOU!

As a Nature Program volunteer, you will attend monthly workshops led by a Four Winds naturalist-educator. Each workshop looks at nature in your own community – your schoolyard, backyard, or nearby natural area. You will participate in both indoor and outdoor hands-on activities that help you to understand the subject matter and how to present the lesson to children. As a whole group, we’ll discuss teaching techniques and ways of interacting with students so that your in-class workshops are light-hearted, engaging, and effective. We’ll also determine who will help put together the teaching materials for everyone to use that month.
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Additionally at the adult workshops, the volunteer coordinators of the Nature Program in your school will work out logistics and communicate important news to all of the volunteers. The co-coordinators have many responsibilities, being the major link between the Four Wind's organization and the volunteers, teachers, and students in the school. When needed, volunteers can help by contacting teachers, organizing teaching materials, preparing newsletters, and fundraising. The success of the program depends on the willingness of the whole group to pitch in. 

To help you plan your lesson, we have created a teaching outline for each unit; these are posted on our website, www.fourwindsinstitute.org. We encourage you to share these outlines with teachers and talk with them about which activities you will be leading, what you want the children to learn, and how they might assist you. 

In the week or two following each training workshop, you and your Nature Program teammate will present the lesson to the children in your assigned class. Children enjoy these interactive workshops, having you as a special guest teacher in their classrooms, and most importantly, spending time outside with you learning about and exploring the natural world. 


You will want to connect with the classroom teacher regularly to help integrate this program into the school curriculum. Plan to meet with the teacher early in the school year. The teacher will want to know the workshop topics that are going to be covered, and you and the teacher will need to set up a schedule of when each workshop will be taught.


Most teachers appreciate having volunteers lead natural science workshops in their classrooms and are glad that it allows them to include outdoor nature exploration in the school day. There is a great deal that classroom teachers must teach and limited student contact time, so it is important that our workshops provide meaningful science education and valuable learning opportunities for students. Your good preparation, engaging attitude, and own curiosity and creativity make this happen. Thank you for being a part of this learning community!

Policy On Children At Training Workshops
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Although our programs are ultimately designed for children, our adult volunteers need a chance to focus on learning about an indepth topic in a short period of time. Therefore, we find it’s best to invite adults to attend our workshops without bringing their children along. Children tend to distract volunteers from their own learning. Exceptions are sometimes necessary, we know, but in general it’s best if volunteers come without children. 

A Few Helpful Hints

Preparation:


Stay in contact, through email or phone, with your volunteer coordinator so that logistics run smoothly and all volunteers are on the same page (workshop scheduling, materials, etc.).
Talk with the teacher before the first workshop to find out:

· what role they might want to have during your time in the classroom;
· any classroom rules you should know about;

· what to do in case of fire drill or other emergency;

· if there are any foods that you can’t bring into the classroom (food allergies);

· any other special issues in your classroom.
Attend the training workshop! This is the most important step to leading a successful workshop and the best way to prepare yourself. If you can’t get there, make sure your partner can attend. 

Meet with your partner a few days before the in-classroom lesson to decide what you want children to learn in the workshop, pick the activities you want to lead, and plan the order of their presentation. It’s good to think ahead of time about transition questions, decide who will lead each activity, and determine who will collect materials. There may be additional materials that you and your partner will need to prepare and bring in – such as food, or pressed leaves, or household items. 
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Practice! Getting outside yourself and looking at winter weeds, spider webs or cloud patterns helps you to know your subject matter and where to look for interesting things. It’s good to explore the schoolyard ahead of time to prepare for outside activities. You want the children to discover things for themselves, so try to take them to a place where they are likely to find what they are looking for. Reading the background information for the unit and doing a bit of additional research will

help you to feel comfortable with the children’s questions.

Some General Pointers:  
Be clear ahead of time about what you want children to learn in your workshop. Set 

expectations and guidelines at the start of each workshop. Let the children know that you expect their attention and respect, and that you will give them yours. Give them a brief overview of what they will be learning and doing during the workshop.

Keep things moving. Jump right in with the puppet show or introductory activity to capture students’ attention. A very good strategy is to alternate active hands-on activities with quiet listening activities so that students are never kept sitting for too long. A few key questions are usually enough to introduce the topic or summarize an activity. 

It is better to do fewer activities in an unhurried way, than to rush through too many. 

Plan ahead so you can avoid “down” time as much as possible – consider how you will distribute materials, transition from one activity to the next, or what review questions you will ask. Ending each activity with a short summary helps to reinforce what’s been learned. 

Give children a chance to think and share. We’ve included journal prompts for each unit to encourage children to look closely, record their observations, draw, write and reflect. You’ll also want to provide a chance for children to share what they’ve learned. 

Make sure each child’s voice is heard at least once during the workshop, with a story or a question.  
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Be flexible and seize learning opportunities when they present themselves, like watching a butterfly emerge from its chrysalis or a cloud scudding across the sky. End with a good closure activity. Most of all, be light-hearted and enthusiastic. Everyone learns best when they are having fun.


Going Outside!

Children have a great deal of curiosity about nature, and it is important for them 

to form a strong connection with the natural world.. With two Four Winds volunteers 
and the classroom teacher to help, there is plenty of supervision, and the outside time in these workshops can be very rewarding. Here are some guidelines for successful outdoor discovery and learning:

· Success in discovery is the key to a good outdoor learning experience. Scout the area ahead of time for great places to make discoveries and carry out activities.

· From the first workshop, let children know that outside time is not recess; you all are scientists working outside. Explain, or have the teacher explain, expectations for their participation.

· Set boundaries within which students may explore when you are outdoors. You may want to put out boundary markers before your workshop, point out specific limits like a fence, or set more general boundaries such as within sight of your red bandana.

· Explain the activities before you head out. It is often best to divide the class into smaller groups, each with an adult leader, for outside activities. Exploring with a partner or small group helps children to stay focused. Before the groups set out, plan a time and place to meet and share findings, and a signal (bell, whistle, gong) to call the group back together. 

· Begin and end activities with a group circle. You can form a circle with “magnetic elbows” or by sitting with legs toward the center to form the spokes of a wheel.
· Discuss rules about collecting. It's fine to pick things up off the ground (leaves, cones) but not living things (leaves on a plant), unless there are so many others like it that you can’t count them. In general, it is best if each group picks just one specimen to bring back to show the others.

· Sometimes it is useful to plan an activity that allows the children to run around and release pent up energy when you first get outside, before settling down to exploration.
· Dressing for the weather (hats, mittens, boots) is important, as it is hard to focus if you are cold or wet. Volunteers can ask teachers to send home reminder notes, and some volunteers bring extra clothing along (taking hats home again to wash, of course). 
· Play, Laugh, Have a Good Time! Your playfulness and sense of humor will keep the students on their toes. Don’t expect everything to be perfect, be open to “teachable moments,” and turn mistakes into learning opportunities.
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Enjoy seeing the wonders of nature through the eyes of a child. Have a wonderful year learning about and exploring nearby nature!

Thank you for your enthusiasm, your time and your commitment!

 Checklist for Volunteers

(What you get to do!)

Attend the Training Workshop

Learn about the monthly topic at a fun workshop led by your Four Winds Naturalist/Educator. At least one member of each classroom team should attend the training workshop each month; let your partner know if you can’t attend.

Meet with the Classroom Teacher

In September, schedule all your Four Winds workshops for the year with the teacher.

Give your teacher a list of the workshop topics for the year and keep one for yourself.

Write your workshop schedule on the school-wide Nature Program calendar. 

Check in with your teacher briefly before each workshop during the year.

Meet with your Partner(s) 

Talk about what you want children to learn from the workshop.

Decide which activities would be best for your students.

Consider how to fit those activities into the available time in your classroom.

Plan the order in which you will present the activities and when to go outside.

Choose who will lead each activity and who will collect or distribute materials.

Determine who will provide and prepare any extra materials that may be needed.
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Plan to meet at least 15 minutes ahead of time in order to organize the teaching materials.

Prepare for your Classroom Workshop

Attend the training workshop! 

Help prepare the month’s teaching materials.

Read the background information for the unit.

Spend time outside getting familiar with the subject matter.

Make an outline of activities.


Plan transitions between activities.

Present your Classroom Workshop – Make it Fun!

Arrive early in order to set up.

Hand out nametags to students.

Be organized: set out materials for each activity in order; bring a list on an index card to remember the sequence of activities you have planned. 

Allow time for dressing to go outside and for outdoor exploration.

Include a closure activity, such as a sharing circle, at the end of the workshop.

Keep a playful attitude and enjoy yourself!

Packing Up, Checking Out

Remember to leave the classroom in good order.

Reorganize the teaching materials and return them in good order to the cart, box or shelf.

Replace missing or damaged items or things that have been used up.

Check off your date on the volunteers’ calendar so the coordinator will know you have completed the workshop.

Have Fun!






