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What do teens and chinchillas 
have in common here at The 
Nature Connection? 
Both are good at social distancing!  

Program Director Taylor Eagan has 
observed a significant difference in 
the behavior of two chinchillas that 
youth animal care volunteers have 
been working with for four months, “In 
May, the chinchillas would f linch and 
scurry away if we reached into their 
cage, now they can calmly be held for 
short periods of time thanks to the work 
being done by our youth volunteers.”

A Wild Teen Hangout
How did we convince these 

chinchillas to get within 6 feet of 
people? We invited local teens to hang 
out with them. 

Social distancing and remote 
schooling have had a severe impact on 
mental health for children and teens 

Teens Create Happiness and Connect with 
Community in New Donor-Funded Initiative

as we continue to fight the COVID-19 
pandemic. Your generous support for 
Inspire 2021 and our spring fundraising 
allowed us to launch a new volunteer 
initiative this summer to offer local 
teens the opportunity to engage in 
meaningful in-person work while safely 
connecting with their community. 

Seven students from Concord-
Carlisle High School, Lexington High 
School, and two therapeutic boarding 
schools, Walden Street School and 
Pelham Academy, now join us once a 
week taking care of program animals 
living in the NC office including two 
chinchillas, a corn snake, land and pond 
snails, hermit crabs, and Madagascar 
hissing cockroaches. These students 
follow feeding and cleaning schedules, 
handle animals and provide enrichment 
activities, and track social behavior 
progress to prepare animals to be taken 
on programs. 

A Therapeutic Win-Win
 “Volunteering here brings out a 

sense of happiness, takes my mind off 
things, and doesn’t really feel like work,” 
says Mia, a teen girl living at Walden 
Street School, about her experience as a 
volunteer. “My favorite part is getting to 
socialize with the chinchillas and corn 

snake. I like knowing that I’m helping 
them feel comfortable around people.” 
Another student remarks that this 
work is important to her because, “it’s 
good for practicing emotional care and 
taking care of others, like little siblings.”

From all of us at The Nature 
Connection, we thank you — 
our generous supporters — for 
creating this opportunity for local 
teens to gain job experience, find 
relief from stress, and make a 
dif ference in their community.

“Volunteering here brings out a  
sense of happiness, takes my mind off things...” 

— Mia, a teen girl living at Walden Street School  
in Concord

A youth volunteer mimics program 
handling with our corn snake, Albus, 
to evaluate his comfort level.

A youth volunteer succeeds in training a 
chinchilla to be comfortable taking food 
from his hand.
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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.

@nature-connection

@the_nature_connection

@NatrConnection
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Dear Friends,

This season we begin observing the natural changes in our 
environment: crops and fruits are gathered, leaves start falling 
from the trees, the temperature drops, and animals start their 
long preparations for hibernation. Usually, we have been able to 
anticipate these changes and adapt to them year af ter year. But if 
anything has become drastically clear over the last 18 months, it’s that 

very little in our life has been predictable. The inability to plan and control our future has 
made for incredible instability and, as a result, the mental health of our communities has 
suf fered significantly.

Recognizing that the mental health of our communities was at great risk, The Nature 
Connection responded quickly to the urgent need for mental health services and have 
been providing both virtual and in-person therapeutic programming along with accessible 
nature activities and deliveries of natural materials for a record number of partner sites. 
The incredible support we’ve received over the last year from supporters like you allowed 
us to bring on graduate students to deepen the impact of our programming, create a new 
youth volunteer initiative, partner with organizations in our field, and identify additional 
opportunities to provide critical mental health relief to those most isolated and vulnerable.

As we come out of the pandemic, we are opening new programs to reach as many individuals 
as possible. Thanks to your vital support, more vulnerable children and adults will develop the 
skills and coping mechanisms needed to adapt to this “new normal”, create positive wellbeing, 
and thrive in their communities.

Thank you for walking side by side with The Nature Connection during these 
challenging months.

Wishing you the very best,

Kimberly Simmons, M.Ed. 
Executive Director 
ksimmons@nature-connection.org

OUR MISSION is to improve 
the wellbeing of individuals 
and communities through the 
therapeutic use of nature. Founded 
in 1983, The Nature Connection 
delivers impactful nature-based 
programs to people with limited 
access to the outdoors.

Note from the Executive Director
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REVENUE
Earned Income (Program Revenue)� $7,115
Individual Contributions� $69,694
Foundation� $98,046
Government� $64,900
Corporate� $10,650
PPP Loan and Misc. Income� $18,350

Total Revenue� $268,755

EXPENSE
Program Services� $171,841
Fundraising and Marketing� $91,125
Management� $32,651

Total Expense� $ 295,617

ASSETS
Net Assests, Beginning of Year� $77,840
Change in Net Assests�  ($26,862)

Net Assets, End of Year� $50,978
*preliminary unaudited financial report

2021 Annual Report

Increasing social 
connection and 

community 
development

100%

Decreasing  
stress  

and  
anxiety

86%

Increasing  
self-confidence  

and  
autonomy

93%

“The Nature Connection has provided our participants the opportunity to immerse 
themselves in nature that they have not had access to due to the pandemic.  

Having the opportunity to learn from and talk to NC staf f and volunteers has been a great 
way for participants to maintain community connection during this time.” 

— Brain Injury Specialist at Supportive Living, Inc. in Lexington 

537 
children and adults 

served

1,737 
individual connections 

made to nature

25 
program partner  

sites

13 
cities and towns  

served

Percentage of partner 
site staf f reporting 
our programming to 
be somewhat or very 
ef fective in these 
key areas:

24%  �Government

4%  �Corporate

7%  ��PPP Loan and 
Misc. Income

3%  ���Earned Income 
(Program Revenue)

26%  ��Individual 
Contributions� 

  36%  �Foundation

31%  ��Fundraising 
and Marketing

58%  ��Program 
Services

11%  ��Mangement

FY21  EXPENSES

FY21  REVENUE

Program Impact 2020–2021

The Nature Connection FY21 Financials*
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Isaiah scooted backward 
and scrunched up his face 
as if he just bit into a lemon. 
“Those look kind of weird and 
scary”, he said while hesitantly 
looking at two large hermit 
crabs whose spindly legs 
and curious antennae were 
emerging from their shells. As 
the group of children at a low-
income housing residence in 
Framingham leaned in to get a 
closer look, the crabs jumped 
back into their shells. “They’re 
scared,” said Isaiah, “because 
we’re like giant monsters 
to them!”

Our staff told Isaiah that 
hermit crabs use their shells 
for protection and that the 
only time these crabs leave 
their shells is when they need 
to find a larger one to live in. 
“They have to be brave,” our 
staff said, “because they’re 
not protected when they’re 
switching shells.” Isaiah 
thought for a moment and 
replied, “Kind of like when 
people move. It’s scary, but 
they have to be brave.” He 
crawled closer to the hermit 
crabs, his face relaxed, as 
curiosity grew in his eyes.

Two young boys excitedly watch a hermit crab 
emerge from its shell.

Relating to 
Crustaceans 

“The Nature 
Connection has 

been a great way to 
involve clients with 

nature, af ter this 
past year of being 
very isolated and 

indoors.”
— Program staff at  

Head Injury Community 
Services in Quincy


