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Overview 
Openlands partners each year with regional elementary schools (3rd and 4th grades) and high 

schools for our Eco-Explorations program. This curriculum-based nature exploration experience is 

held at the Openlands Lakeshore Preserve, a 77-acre nature preserve on the shores of Lake 

Michigan in Highland Park.  

 

Students visit the Preserve twice per school year (spring and autumn) for interactive field trips 

supported by in-classroom activities. Each visit to the Preserve is led by an experienced educator, 

and chaperones play a key role in supporting the educator through simple tasks such as passing 

out materials, facilitating small group activities, and helping keep students focused on their work. 

 

Each three-hour on-site visit follows an approximately ¾-mile long trail loop that meanders through 

the Preserve’s unique bluff, beach, and ravine ecosystems. Activity stops along the route (ranging 

from 10 to 20 minutes each) offer opportunities for students to work alone or in small groups. The 

activities include journaling and sketching, collecting data and making observations using the 

scientific method, and games or activities that explore concepts such as habitat and erosion. 

 

 

Chaperone Duties 
• Assist the educator with passing out and/or carrying materials, such as journals and 

binoculars. 

• Work with a small assigned group of students to guide them through activities. This is a 

simple process that does not require any previous knowledge of science or ecology. 

Examples of guiding students in small groups include reading journal prompts aloud and 

helping students with activities as instructed by the educator.  

• Help keep students together with their groups and the educator as everyone is walking on 

the trails, and remind them of rules if needed. 

• Engage students by asking them questions about the activities or their surroundings 

throughout the visit. This is especially helpful when a student may be struggling to stay on 

task. 

• Have fun and be enthusiastic! Students get excited to be at the Preserve, especially when 

the weather is beautiful. For some of our students, this visit might be the first time they have 

ever seen Lake Michigan up close. 

 

 

Preparing for Your Visit  
1. Plan to be outside for about three hours, rain or shine. Consider these items for your visit: 

• Weather appropriate clothing and sturdy walking shoes. 

• Any sun or insect protection you might require, including any medication you might need 

for bee stings. 

• Enough water for your needs – please note there are no drinking water facilities at the 

Preserve.  

• A sack lunch, if you plan to eat lunch with the class.  
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• While benches are available at some locations along the route, we will be standing or 

walking most of the time. You may wish to carry along a light portable chair or stool if you 

feel you will need to take sitting breaks during the activity stops.  

 

2. Read through the appropriate Educator’s Script for the visit (there is a separate script for 

autumn and one for spring). The scripts are available for free download on our website at 

www.openlands.org/eco-explorations. Look in the sidebar for the download link to PDF’s 

named “Autumn Chaperone Materials” and “Spring Chaperone Materials” for the high school 

and elementary Eco-Explorations programs. If you do not have access to a computer, talk to 

the teacher about obtaining a copy of the script. 

 

Each script provides a detailed outline of each on-site visit, from the time the bus arrives until its 

departure. Every chaperone duty throughout the three-hour program is highlighted in yellow in 

the script, so you can know ahead of time which tasks you will be asked to do. 

 

3. Please do not bring pets or other children with you that are not part of the class. This causes 

distractions for the students who are part of the Eco-Explorations program. 

 

4. Please coordinate with the teacher(s) about transportation to the Preserve on the day of the 

visit. We highly recommend that chaperones meet the class at the school and ride along with 

students and teachers on the bus.  

 

If you choose to drive separately, please ask the teacher for a copy of the directions to our 

meeting place, the Midwest Young Artists building, at 878 Lyster Road, Highwood, Illinois 60040. 

We begin our visits at this youth music center which is near the Preserve, in order to provide 

students with a restroom break and a quick orientation to the day’s activity. 

 

 

Contact Information 
All participating teachers in the Eco-Explorations program attend an orientation session each year, 

and they should be able to help answer any questions you may have about serving as a 

chaperone.   

 

The Eco-Explorations program is managed by John Cawood, Openlands Education Program 

Coordinator. For more information, contact John at 312-863-6276 or jcawood@openlands.org. 

 

 

 

Thank you for being part of the Openlands Lakeshore Preserve Eco-Explorations Program! 
 

 

Made possible by generous funding from the  


