
Second graders exploring their environment with guidance of The Forest Preserve 
District of Kane County.  Photo by parent volunteer Amber Delgado
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What is Friday Field Studies?
Friday Field Studies is EMSA’s unique school-time program that 
brings naturalists, artists, & historians to our students to facilitate 
their explorations of nature. EMSA is surrounded by an Illinois 
Nature Preserve which protects one of the rarest ecosystems in 
our State: the Forested Fen.  
 We are privileged to have the opportunity to learn from the 
remaining 1% of white cedar, the glacial seeps, and fresh springs 
that surround EMSA. Our educators include naturalists from 
The Conservation Foundation, Friends of the Fox River, Forest 
Preserve District of Kane County, Kane DuPage Soil and Water 
Conservation District, Elgin Public Museum; artists from Side 
Street Art Studios, and several local artists through Hamilton 
Wings; arborists from Davey Tree; and an historian from the  
Elgin History Museum. Board chair Kerry Kelly and board  
director Gary Swick are the program coordinators.

The goals of Friday Field Studies: Awareness,  
Understanding, Appreciation, and Action. 
Our first goal is to develop awareness of the nature that surrounds 
students, especially at the EMSA campus. Most of our students 
and parents have not spent significant time in this type of nature.  
With the added benefit of guidance from experts, our students 
will gain an understanding and appreciation for EMSA’s unique 
ecosystems and the natural world around us. We have seen growth 
already in these first few weeks! Students can distinguish between 
tree species and have had meaningful interactions with nature.
For example, third graders used “socks-on hands-on” explora-
tions to learn about seed dispersal. Students passed sock-covered 
hands through the edges of the forest. At the end of the session, 
some socks were unrecognizable, instead appearing to be a mass 
of sticky burs—a lesson in seed transport tricks (aka adaptations). 
First graders compared habitats of different types of local species. 
Second graders behaved like pollinators—looking for colorful 
flowers—then played a pollinator game. 

Trading cards used by 1st graders.

Students also explore and express their observations through art. 
Kindergartners have been exploring the sun and moon through 
clay creations. We were very fortunate to host locally renowned 
artist Joel Sheesley, who helped 2d graders explore the intricate 
lines of maple and oak leaves. 
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How Can Families Help?
Parents can support their students by asking specific questions, 
such as “what did you discover during FFS today?” “what  
surprised you?” “what did you like best about FFS today” etc.  
Dinner and bedtime are great times to get your little ones talking. 
Our parent and grandparent volunteers have made this program 
possible. Please consider volunteering for FFS where you can 
explore and learn alongside your student.  
 If you have questions about the FFS program, please email 
Kerry at kkelly@emsacharter.org. For nature related questions, 
you may email Gary at gswick@emsacharter.org.  

Celebrated Artist Visits FFS!

Photos & Story by Parent Volunteer Melissa Higdon

On September 7, 2nd graders had the opportunity to learn about 
art from talented local outdoor artist Joel Sheesley. Joel partners 
with The Conservation Foundation to help bring awareness to the 
Fox River Initiative by showcasing his beautiful paintings of the 
Fox River to “help us see more fully and open our eyes to the Art 
of the Fox.” EMSA students were encouraged to use imagination 
and observation during their drawing activity. The students were 
able to view Sheesley’s impressive work while learning from him. 
It was a wonderful opportunity to have the students learn directly 
from a professional artist who has a focus on our local area.

Volunteers Needed to Build  
Outdoor Learning Equipment
From EMSA Instructional Coach, Dr. Dennis Federico

The Expeditionary Learning model was created through a 
partnership with Outward Bound and the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education. As a former Outward Bound leader, I am 
excited to contribute my own experiences to student learning 
opportunities here at EMSA. 
 I would like to request your help to begin building some of the 
physical Outward Bound team-challenge activity stations which 
will provide students with the opportunity to learn teamwork, 
cooperation, communication, and group decision making.

PROJECT ONE: TEAM SKIS 
The first building project that I need your help with is called 
“Team Skis” which allow 13 students to stand on the same pair of 
skis made from 4x4 posts so they can move together as a team—
we have obtained 5, long 4x4 wooden posts which need to be 
made into one pair, and one “trio” of skis (the trio will allow all 26  
students to work together!). If you would be able to help with this 
project, please contact me at:  dfederico@emsacharter.org
 
Thank You in advance,  
Dr. Dennis Federico

FUTURE PROJECTS : 
Portholes: round rings (often tires) large enough to fit a body 
through suspended at different heights by ropes between 2  
designated trees.

 Laser-Beam Barrier: red polypropylene rope tied in a criss-cross 
pattern of straight lines between two designated trees, leaving at 
least 26 small gap spaces between ropes large enough for students 
to squeeze through without touching the “laser beams” — the 
spaces go from ground-height up to chest-height.

Tarzan Tire Traverse: a series of several rope-tire swings hung 
from a single rope or cable strung between two designated trees.

Wall(s): different heights for different height students, roughly 
8 foot, 10 foot, or 12 foot tall and about the same width — either 
free-standing or anchored by two designated trees.

Triangle Tightrope Traverse: ankle-high to knee-high tightrope 
strung between three designated trees arranged in a triangle with 
one hand-rope attached above to one of the trees.

Hunker Hawser stations (a few pairs): a pair of 2 knee-high 
“tree stumps” or heavy, stable pedestal platforms with small  
areas on top (roughly 1 ft by 1 ft) or spaced several feet apart.

Trust Fall platform(s) with stairs:  roughly waist-high for  
different height students and roughly 3ft by 3ft square platform 
with stairs leading up.


