ly. it's a gray. Tuesday o
afternoon at Nature’s -

and the rain is ready to come

down hard, The instructor has - .

more than 30 ‘young students
on his hands, and he seems
determined not to let bad
wcathei cut-then day too
short. : ;

~ buses will come bouncing
down the sand-and-gravel |
road to take everyone back to
school. He' s g,oi just ﬁough
time,
Cut 1ndnms tothe famous
Science Room; The kids have -
filed in fast from outside and
filled the place with their chat-
ter, Shay lifts one large ball
python from its glass cage,

" and all stirring abruptly stops.

“He's fond of this exotic,
“but1 prefer the natives,” he
_ tells the group as he gestures

“toward three rat shakes neat-
* by, He circles the room with
- the python coiled around his
hands, inviting students to
hold the reptile if they wish.
" “Me, me!”. most shout as -

they rush in. A few others step .

forward bravely, then ‘scatter
like small scared mice as the
snake approaches. Two or ;-
three play it safe by taking
qnapshots only. -

: Shay hands the python off
-toa fellow instructoras he
pi_(_:'iis up two other ’i’fieptﬂia:

‘(,lassmom in J.“honoiosassa, B

At any moment ‘the schooi

‘one of the 1at snakes and aiin:
baby banded water snake; He
_pmmptly recruits me to pass -
% dlound thelatter.

om Shay is movmg quick- T

ommuniiy Lolmnmsl
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“‘While the kids mob me and

my new snake-friend (“His
* belly is 50 soft! Look at his tiny

tonguel” they marvel}, Shay
goes after one of the baby
alligators for a grand finale.

Vartous toads, frogs and

lizards look on as one brave

- young man volunteers to hold

the gator first. All others hold

. their breath.

T am in sixth gt ade all over
again.
- Situated upon 363 undevel-

> pped acres along the Hillsbor-
ough River, Nature’s Class-

room might just be the best
reason fo.aitend-public

" schools in Hillshorough Coun-

ty. Baclyyear since 1969, the
district's sixth-graders have
come to northeast Tampa for
three days to study the river

- .and its ecosystem up close.

Lompuieas, isxtbooks and air

'Smce 1969, Nature s Classrwm has prw:deé educational pro-

“ grams about animals and the ecosystem to sixth-graders in Hills- :
borough County publlc schools. Exotic animals such as this white

skunic offer students interesting hands-on lessons.

conditioning are traded for
cabbage palim, longleaf pine
and the hope of seeing some-
thing wild on the trail.

1i is this hope ~ combined

. with a nostalgic streak — that
- has brought me back to the

spot I loved 17 years ago. 1
have wanted to come back

ever since budget cuts 10 years .

ago almost closed thc pm~

‘gram for good.

Plus, I've heeud that a new -

aviary houses my favorites - -

the barred owl, the great
horned owl and other birds of
prey. 1 have a vague re-
collection of an oiter taking a

nibble out of ong instructor's

finger. I want to find out if it

really happened or if it’s the
stuff of sixth-grader imag-
ination.

Karen Johnson-Folsom, the

“program’'s site coordinator

and fead teacher, has some-

how made time 1’ or my plpe

dream.
To.a sixih- g!ddﬂ it seems
as if Ndiule Classroom runs

~jtself, Bul to see the place as
an adult makes all its intrica-

u(,s become clear,

“The staff iere is a small
scasomd group.
T *Most of us have been here

for years,” explains Johnson- -

Folsom in her tiny office,

“where she handles phore

calls, writes grant proposals

;dlld manages ihe 1)10gmm
- ‘The program’s limited bud-
:"gu: mmakes for a limited num- -
“ber of staff members, so back-
“ground and &raining are. key
By August this year, all staff
~will have completed their ..
Florida mds‘tcl mtmahsi cem— )
- fication. . '
i The suc,ngth oi" this staffis
“shown by their willingness to :
- do things you wouldn't be .-
~asked to do at a normal school ;
“site. One of our custodians .
. will handle the animals, our -
“bus drivers operate our boats, :
‘and a teacher might run the =
" entire program, That's why we
feel so strongly about the

Photo. by AVERY DIZI*ILIPPIS .

training. ”

Dressed in blue jeans and
hiking boots, Johnson-Folsom
embodies this versatility her-

self. On the trail she's clearly -

at home, leading about 25
students and me through pine
flatwoods and humid ham-
mocks. '

- She crouches at the burrow

- of a gopher tortoise while her
“attentive audience looks

. closely and quietly. Further
-.along the hike, ane sharp-

eyed student spots a small

“urile on the trail. Johnson-

Folsom points to the leech on
its shell. This indicates it
spends time in the water,
unlike the gopher tortoise.
“Probably a musk or mud
turtle,” she surmises. - ]
At the end of the trail, the

~ students ﬁ..nd thei_r big yellow

buses waiting for them. As

they leave, the place grows
- quiet. I get a chance io t_alk
shop with Bill Munsey, a

teacher who has been with the

: ploglam for 34 YERIS dlmost '

since its inception, &+ ¢
We try 10 nail down all that

makes the place different from
any-other. With all that has

changed in area'schools since

~then, Munsey. believes that
- Nature’s Classroom is “the
. one tradition in Hlilsboxough

County that ever‘y _{p_ublic

:schooler] shares.’

“It's true. Bveryone remem-

" bers the Slldk(, ‘Who Ate Him-

self or the five-legged alligator,
oy performing shoreline river
sampling with friends,

And some of us have a per-
sistertt memory of an otter
giving an instructor a liite
nip. I have to ask Munsey if he
knows about this one.

He {lashes a hig grin and
shows me a small scar on the
ving finger of his right hand.

-1 knew it was no fiction!

- I could see he was plOLid of

. ﬂmt sCar.

1 would be joo.

Mauarlene Flynn is a student at the
University of Florida.
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