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PIONEERING A PLACE FOR ECOLOGY

A school teacher’s dream in 1971 led to this pioneering green project where nature is the
teacher—decades ahead of its time. Now Santa Clara Valley possesses a model ecological
environment in the form of an Outdoor Classroom that will continue to inspire school children
and environmentalists for a new millennium. Hacienda Environmental Science Magnet School at

Valley View is located at 1290 Kimberly Drive, San Jose, CA 95118.
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PIONEERING A PLACE FOR ECOLOGY

Today

Today the Outdoor Classroom (OC) replicates the various Santa Clara County biomes.
The OC is a preserve of indigenous plants. In it one can smell the moist redwoods, the pungent
Bay Laurel, and the aromatic chaparral. There are insects crawling and birds nesting and small
animals scurrying. This is a gathering place for students, teachers, parents and naturalists—a
place to focus and observe in solitude, or join in with others and explore in the excitement of
discovery. Maria Montessori once said, “I don’t need four walls to make a classroom.”

To give a clear account of how this place came to be, I will have to return to 1971 when
Edith Young, a teacher who was driven by her wonder at the intricacy and variety of growing
plants and trees, first had her simple idea. What was then Valley View Elementary School, in an
area south of Willow Glen, had a back acre at the corner at of Vistamont and Rodney Drive. This
large back corner of the school was unfenced, unused, flat, dry, and unremarkable. Edy had an
idea that had taken root and grown from thinking about vacant lot biology. That idea had grown
into something more. Her dream was to build an outdoor classroom on the school grounds where
students could study ecology and learn about nature; especially, Edy wanted that area to include
all the different biomes of Santa Clara Valley and the surrounding mountains: the redwood forest,
oak tree woodlands, riparian pond and stream lands, the chaparral, and grasslands. As it turned

out the brightness of her dream was only exceeded by its complexity.
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The original idea was a dream shared by two people and spearheaded by three. Edy
Young arrived at Valley View Elementary to teach third grade in 1971. She had already thought
of planning an outdoor classroom to teach ecology. Meanwhile Fayedene Horder, at that same
school, had been sent to a Science Conference at San Jose State and returned fired up about

ecology. Edy and Fayedene wanted to teach school children natural science in the out of doors.

Implementing the Idea

Fred Ross was the principal at Valley View. He was an experienced educator with a
background in science education who had become the unofficial “guru” and adviser of the San
Jose Unified School District's elementary science program. He had instigated many cutting edge
programs that were put in place. Edy's husband, Joe Young, was a professor of Biology at San
Jose State. This trio, Edy Young, Fred Ross and Joe Young, was the source of ideas that would
transform the school's campus and science program into an exemplary elementary school
experience for children.

Fred Ross immediately recognized the value of an Outdoor Classroom and supported it.
He was a strong mentor and worked collaboratively. He espoused the Socratic Method and asked
good questions: What can we do now without any funding? Where can we get assistance? What
will we tell parents who want to help? How can we start with what is available; and how will we
keep things safe for the children?

Edy chose the unused corner at the back of the school as a logical spot to start. Fred gave
her permission to start a hose running on slow drip to “get something growing that the students
could study.” She took the children in her class outside and began to show them that ecology
means noticing the relationship of living things to each other. “What do you see?” she asked.

And they found aphids on a mallow plant. “It looks like the aphids are eating the mallow plant,
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what eats aphids?” And suddenly the children found a lady bug close by, nibbling on an aphid.
Edy had the students measure and draw a map of the area, and identify and graph the number of
each plant type. They planted wild flowers from seed and then mounted the wildflowers when
they were grown.

This teacher didn’t lose any time while she waited for what she really wanted: a
designated area, planted with the different biomes. Edy drew up a plan and made the calculation
that one acre of land would be sufficient to construct her project, then wrote a list of what was
needed from her experience teaching outdoor science. The school staff was enthusiastic and
teachers volunteered to do a brief teaching of the biomes, introduce a map of the proposed site,
then let the children draw and write in what they thought should be there. Students came up with
specific trees and plants and a place to plant vegetables; and, most of all, they wanted a pond and
stream for frogs and fish and water bugs—a riparian area. These ideas were the basis for the

original plan which remains much the same today.

Meeting the Board'’s Terms

The day came for the formal presentation to the San Jose Unified School District Board.
Edy had formulated a detailed proposal for the Outdoor Classroom. Most of the Board liked the
idea; but the Superintendent of Building and Grounds was cautious and overly wary. From his
point of view, “The project will be a safety hazard; maintenance and upkeep will be a nightmare;
insurance is a problem; and there will be extra cost for the gardeners.”

In spite of that objection, Board approval came because the district superintendent and
several board members were familiar with Fred Ross’s excellent reputation. The proposal for the
Outdoor Classroom was passed and approved. Yet, this was met with vigorous opposition from

the District Superintendent of Buildings and Grounds who, justifiably, had concerns about cost,
I








































































