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For a young teen who is working hard to 
interact with and trust others, learning 
to connect with a small, vulnerable 
animal can be vital for breaking down 
boundaries. Community and donor 
support has allowed The Nature 
Connection to bring this opportunity to 
build friendships through nature to at-
risk young women in Concord, MA.

Rejuvenating Kindness, 
New Relationships 
Walden Street School is a therapeutic 
residential school for adolescent 
females who are struggling with 
serious past trauma. The Nature 
Connection supports the school’s focus 

on encouraging positive personal 
growth, building self-esteem, and 
fostering healthy relationships. With 
our increasing capacity, The Nature 
Connection has provided more than 
200 programs for Walden Street School 
over the past decade and is able to 
continue supporting Walden Street 
School as demand for services and their 
resident population changes over time.

Many students need “parallel play” 
activities to learn how to connect with 
others and navigate social settings. 
Assistant Director of Walden Street 
School, Stephanie Sotis, notes that The 
Nature Connection’s programs offer 
new students an ideal introduction to 
therapeutic programming by engaging 
them in safe, hands-on activities that 
feel like play. Sotis also values the 
subtle risk-taking and personal growth 
component of The Nature Connection’s 
programs, saying “It is an interesting 
way for kids to push themselves and 
they don’t realize they’re pushing 
themselves beyond their comfort zone, 
because it’s with animals and hands-on 
activities.” 

Justine Tibbits, our Program 
Coordinator, recently brought a 
terrarium with snails and saw students’ 
moods change in a matter of minutes. 
“When youth are introduced to our 
snails they are able to hold a small, 
vulnerable, and non-threatening life 

in their hands, which I think allows 
them to show the snails kindness 
and, eventually, do the same with 
their peers.”

Connecting with Chi-Chi
Sotis explains that students often 
arrive at Walden Street School with 
the stigma that they are “bad kids” or 
“program kids”, which they feel they 
will never escape. Like all teenagers, 
they thrive when they are able to 
connect with others, and feel successful 
in some activity. The focus of Walden 
Street School’s work is not to dwell on 
students’ pasts, but as Sotis puts it, help 
them “find out who they are and what 
they can become.”  

One student, Jess, who has participated 
in our programs for many years, lights 
up at the beginning of every session. 
When she is around our program 
animals, she is the most talkative she’s 
been all week. Through The Nature 
Connection’s consistent support, Jess 
was able to demonstrate that she could 
handle the responsibility of caring for 
and owning a pet. Recently, she earned 
the privilege of having a pet chinchilla, 
“Chi-Chi”, in her room. After spending 
years in the foster care system, this 
young teen now has a loving bond 
with an animal who will be her trusted 
companion for years to come.

…they don’t realize they’re pushing themselves beyond 
their comfort zone, because it’s with animals and 

hands‑on activities.
Stephanie Sotis, Assistant Director,  
Walden Street School, Concord, MA

Your Support Helps Young Women Forge  
New Friendships and Paths to Success

Alexa enjoys comfort and connection from 
“Dilly”, our volunteer program rabbit.
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As spring slowly arrives, I feel once again how nature nurtures us in our 
everyday lives. Feeling joy when we see April’s first bulbs, happiness in 
caring for (and being cared for) by our pets, or peace felt while walking - 
even briefly - among trees. Each time a child relaxes as he looks into the 
eyes of the guinea pig he is petting, each time an elder delights as she runs 
her fingers through an herb bundle and smells rosemary and thyme: what 
a difference nature makes in people’s lives.

Because of your generosity, our staff and volunteers are able to bring each season indoors, 
and right into the hands of our program participants. From the crunchy leaves of fall, to 
the bird nests of spring. With each visit, a child is empowered by her newly found ability to 
plant a seed and grow her own food; an elderly gentleman remembers exploring tidepools 
in his youth, with their seaweed and sea creatures, as he watches a hermit crab slowly 
emerge from its shell. 

Within the past year, our programming has grown by 25%. As part of that growth, we are 
now reaching more young children, such as the children at Littleton Academy—a group 
home where kids go to school on campus— as well as Nashoba Learning Group, a school for 
children with autism. With each new site, we are on our way to meeting our goal to lead the 
effort to make animal and nature-assisted therapy widely practiced in Greater Boston.  

As E.O. Wilson, an American biologist and author, once said, “Nature holds the key to our 
aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive and even spiritual satisfaction.” I truly believe this. Nature 
nurtures. Thank you for making this organization what it is today. With your support, we 
are able to bring nature to individuals who need it the most.

The Nature Connection
is a non-profit organization that brings 
nature-based programs to people with 
limited access to the natural world. 
Founded in 1983, The Nature Connection 
brings individuals together with nature’s 
capacity to teach and to heal.
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Ellen Leigh, an advisory board member, gets kisses from her therapy dog, Ricky, at 
a recent Nature Connection event.@the_nature_connection @NatrConnection
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How would you help kids experience 
the warmth a bear feels during frigid 
New England temperatures? Staff and 
volunteers at The Nature Connection 
bring ice and crisco! 

One February afternoon, at our newest 
youth site, six students placed their bare 
hands in a pail of ice water. They squealed 
at the bitter cold that touched their skin. 
Then, each child rubbed dense crisco on 
their hand and brought it back to the ice. 
It didn’t feel cold to them anymore!

These students are residents at the 
Wayside Youth and Family Support 
Network’s Framingham location. This is 
a residential treatment center for youth, 
ages 11-18 years old, who face challenges, 
including mental illness and behavioral 
and/or addiction issues. 

Since students live on campus, many 
have pets waiting for them at home. The 
animals, plants, and other materials that 

The Nature Connection brings 
in can give the students comfort 
and remind them of home.

Through this new partnership, 
The Nature Connection hopes 
to bring balance, socialization 
and inspiration to each student. 
Each program is designed to 
foster positive social dynamics 
both between students, as well 
as between students and staff. 
In turn, this can lead to positive 
community engagement.

When it came to the crisco and 
ice activity, the students were 
eager to share this experiment 
with the Wayside Youth staff, 
said Taylor Eagan, Program 
Manager for The Nature 
Connection.

“The kids explained the whole 
activity and led their staff 
members through it,” she said. 
“The staff regularly sit with 
us and engage with nature 
right along side the kids: 
whether making their own tea 
blend, using moss to cover a birdhouse, 
or talking about chinchillas and how 
animals adapt to winter.”

Currently, Wayside Youth students  
are working together with The Nature 
Connection to grow a community garden. 

In March, they planted beans, tomato, 
and pepper seed. Now, they’re watching 
them sprout! 
Wayside Youth’s program director, Penny 
Russell said: “I’m so excited to bring to 
our kids experiences they could never 
have otherwise.”

Concord Resident and Volunteer Joins Board of Directors

Learning about Bears in Winter, Sprouting Seedlings in Spring:
Program Launch Brings Hands-on Nature to Wayside Youth

Since Dave Witherbee saw his very first 
program with The Nature Connection, he 
has been impressed by how kids interact 
with one another. 

“The kids aren’t worried about being 
wrong,” he said. “They are in the spirit of 
‘we’re all learning it together,’ the spirit of 
‘Let’s try to figure this out together.’”

He recalls seeing kids in a Nature 
Connection ocean program at the 
Watertown Boys and Girls Club. As they 
patiently worked together to match 
one half of a shell with the other half, 
Witherbee observed how well the students 
shared and collaboratively communicated 
with one another.

Inspired by seeing programs “in the 
field,” Witherbee joined The Nature 
Connection’s board as Treasurer.  He has 
lived in Concord since 1973 and brings 
over 45 years of experience in the financial 
services industry. Now retired, he actively 
volunteers with multiple organizations 
and explores nature behind his camera 
lens, on a bike, or in a kayak. 

Witherbee believes that The Nature 
Connection provides its program 
participants with “a safe space to be 
themselves,” he said.

“It [brings] some out of a place where they 
were stuck. It helps them feel alive.”

The Nature Connection 
welcomes Dave Witherbee 
as new Board of Directors’ 
treasurer.

“I’m so excited to bring to 
our kids experiences they 

could never have otherwise.” 
Penny Russell

Program Director,
Wayside Youth

Framingham, MA

Program rabbits Milo and Dilly bring comfort and 
acceptance to resident students.

@the_nature_connection

@NatrConnection
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Dear Friends,

The Nature Connection has had an exciting year with record 
growth in 2018. With your help, our programming has grown by 
25%. Our year-long programs now reach over 300 individuals 
per year across Greater Boston! In particular, we are reaching 
more children, at new sites such as Littleton Academy/JRI, a 
group home for very young children.

With each new partnership, we are on our way to meeting our 
goal to lead the ef fort to make animal and nature-assisted 
therapy widely practiced in Greater Boston. With each visit, a 
child is empowered by her newly found ability to plant a seed 
and grow her own food; an elderly man watches a hermit crab 
emerge from its shell, and is able to recall a lost memory of 
exploring tidepools in his youth.

We have taken our professional development to the next  
level too, integrating new best practices into our programs. Our 
program team has learned from industry leaders including: 
Justice Resource Institute, The New England Wildflower 
Society, and The Alzheimer’s Association. Our Caregiver 
Training program, launched in 2015, has also blossomed: this year we trained over 200 
professional and family caregivers to bring nature-based interventions to vulnerable 
individuals in their care.

Thank you for your belief in the healing power of nature, and for your generous support  
for changing lives in our communities.

With gratitude,

Sophie Wadsworth  Ron Bott 
Executive Director   Board President

 When The Nature 
Connection is here, 
the behavioral issues 
go away. I’ve seen 
it. The program is 
powerful medicine 
because it grounds 
[the children] 
to nature and to 
themselves, and 
connects them to 
each other through 
the animals.
—  Erica Nazzaro 

Clinical Coordinator of 
Intensive Foster Care 
The Home for  
Little Wanderers

OUR MISSION
The Nature Connection is 
a non-profit organization 
that brings nature-based 
programs to people with 
limited access to the natural 
world. Founded in 1983, The 
Nature Connection brings 
individuals together with 
nature’s capacity to teach  
and to heal.
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REVENUE
Earned Income (Program Revenue) $70,992.00
Individual Contributions $95,783.00
Foundation $76,099.48
Government $3,800.00
Corporate $7,098.00

Total Revenue $253,772.48

EXPENSE
Program Services $138,765.31
Fundraising and Marketing $62,128.89
Management $25,050.20

Total Expense $225,944.40

*Preliminary unaudited results

The Nature Connection 
FY18 Financials*

FY18 by the 
Numbers

2,749
Total number of 
connections

15
Total number of 
program sites

325
Total number of 
individuals served

150
Total number of 
volunteers

163
Total number of 
caregiver trainees

OUR VISION
Our 10-year vision is to lead the ef fort in making animal and nature-
assisted therapeutic programming widely practiced in Greater Boston 
by the year 2027 for those who lack access to the natural world. 

OUR STRATEGIC PLAN
From Aug 1, 2017 to July 31, 2020, our strategic goals include doubling 
the number of program sites we serve, and training 500 caregivers. 

FY18  EXPENSES

Program Services

Marketing &
Fundraising

Management

FY18  REVENUE

Government 2%
Corporate 3%

Foundation

Individual Contributions

Earned 
Income
(Program)

29%

38%

28%

61%

27%

11%

NUMBER OF CONNECTIONS
33% increase

PROGRAM SITES
25% increase

2,064

2017

2,749

2018

12

2017

15

2018



Save the Date

Inspire
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ADDRESS SERvICE REquESTED

P.O. Box 155, Concord, MA 01742

6th Annual

Inspire 
Stay tuned for our  
6th annual benefit  

Inspire  
in May 2019. 

More details to come  
about this night of  

philanthropy and fun!

The Nature Connection Trains  
145 Professionals at Alzheimer’s 

Association Conference
For the first time, staf f from The Nature Connection presented 
to 145 caregivers at this year’s regional Alzheimer’s Association 

Conference, Map Through the Maze, last May. Sophie 
Wadsworth, Executive Director, and Samantha Sheppard, 

Program Coordinator, led the training along with Concord Park 
Memory Support Director, Mary Baum. Professional caregivers 

learned how to incorporate aromatherapy, horticulture, and 
sensory activities to engage individuals with dementia  

through the healing power of nature.

Inspire 2018

Jude Aronstein, Program Consultant, Maddie Phadke, 
Director of Development, Manish Phadke, and Robin 

Young, journalist and host of NPR’s Here & Now at Inspire 
last May. Robin shared stories about how much nature and 

animals have meant to her throughout her life. 


