The Giving List

One with Nature:
Montecito Union’s Unique Lab
Making Progress

ontecito  Union  School’s
Nature Lab, its interactive 2.5-

acre space that’s beginning to
take shape on the Upper Village cam-
pus, has been serving as a learning
laboratory even before ground was
broken on the project. The students at
the enviable elementary school were
a big part of the process about how
to use the land adjacent to its campus
that previously was merely a rental
income property, supporting the gen-
eral fund, but not directly its educa-
tional mission.

“It's all about active learning,
about actually making things,” said
Anthony Ranii, superintendent of the
Montecito Union School District. “The
students are helping out in doing the
design, doing the research, and actu-
ally building things with their hands.”

And the school kids have been
heavily involved in the progress at
the Nature Lab since the Montecito

Journal Media Group’s The Giving
List glossy magazine came out last
fall.

“There’s been tremendous chang-
es, just tremendous,” Ranii said. “We
have a butterfly waystation that our
second graders researched, designed,
and planted around the area we're
calling our Low Tree House. Our fifth
graders learned about how to turn
dirt into soil in the vegetable gar-
den, which they designed and built.
We now have an enclosure for our
75-pound Sulcata tortoise, and we've
got six chickens on site.

“We're in the middle of complet-
ing a sensory garden, and there’s the
Mustang Corral, which is an outdoor
learning area with seating for stu-
dents. And the Bird and Bear orchard
has 30 different fruit-bearing trees and
vines, where the students will gain
hands-on knowledge about biodiver-
sity, agriculture, the nitrogen cycle
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— and get to taste what they have
grown.”

Exciting stuff, so far, and Ranii said
there are much bigger dreams for the
space, a 2.5-acre parcel that sits adja-
cent to the school’s campus, including
a water feature to create a ripari-
an zone, installing more raised plant
beds so that each classroom can have
its own science garden for age appro-
priate experiments, and outfitting a
centerpiece building known as The
Collaboratory, which will attract sci-
entists in residence and other special-
ists to spend time with the students
and others.

On the other hand, there’s still a lot
to be done, Ranii noted, checking off
running electricity to the lab, install-
ing flooring in the buildings, creating
paths of travel for students and adults
of all mobilities, and, not at all least,
bathrooms.

“It's not the most exciting thing, but
we want to truly use this resource not
just for our school but for the whole

Montecito Union School Superintendent Anthony Ranii stands on top of the Joffrey Bridge at the entrance of the Nature
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community — to bring in civic orga-
nizations like the Scouts, and have
other public schools come here for
field trips, invite everyone to check
out the facility on the weekends and
evenings when we might have events
with experts so people can learn about
how to make natural dyes or working
with drought-tolerant and pollinator
attractor plants. Completing these
kinds of infrastructure work is a pre-
requisite.”

The larger community aspect par-
tially points to why those who don’t
have kids attending MUS might have
an interest in supporting the project.
But there are more important reasons,
ones that might not pay immediate
dividends but could make a massive
difference down the road.

“Everybody should care that stu-
dents in public schools, wherever they
are, are spending time understanding
the complexity of the natural world,
because the problems that they are
going to be forced to solve come at
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the intersection of nature and human
influence,” Ranii said. “Even if they’re
not yours, I would think that you'd
want kids to be exploring and under-
standing this so that when they grow
up, they can do that important work in
order to keep us all safe and healthy.”

It’s also a matter of math, said Ranii,
who was a tutor, teacher, curricu-
lum writer, principal, and professional
development trainer before taking on
his current administrative position at
MUS.

“Every penny you spend on early
work in these fields is going to pay
off 10 times as much as it might at
the undergraduate or graduate level.
We need to turn the kids on to these
concepts so that this is what they want
to study, and it becomes their passion.
We have four-year-olds all the way
up to age 12 on campus and if we can
get these kids knowledgeable, inter-
ested, and facile with these concepts,
[the value] will just redouble over
and over again by the time they’re in
the workforce. Money spent early is
money well spent.”

That's where Montecito Union
School Foundation comes in as the
organization composed primarily of
parents — with Ranii as a non-voting
advisory member — that serves as

The Hyatt House is lined by sunflowers and a sitting area (Nick Masuda photo)

its charitable arm. It was MUSF that
provided the original seed money to
study how to use the land and is part
way through a fundraising campaign
to complete the project itself. While
there’s been quite a bit of progress
over the last nine months, the goal
posts have also moved.

“It was about $400,000 more that we
needed then, but at this point, now
that we’ve done more research and
understand more about what we’d
like to do, we probably need more
like $600,000 to do all the things we’ve
discussed,”

To that end, MUSF is working with
grant writers to secure grants from
near and statewide. Foundation dol-
lars can really make a difference in
doing this right so that the Nature Lab
is a regional resource, Ranii said. But
donations don’t have to be massive to
be effective, Ranii pointed out. While
the Collaboratory’s naming rights are
still up for purchase, a gift of $5,000
can secure perpetual naming rights
for one of the storage sheds.

“Give us a call,” Ranii said. “We've
gotalot of opportunities at that level.”

To contact the Montecito Union
School Foundation, reach out to
President Tara Fergusson at (847) 508-
3374. W7

The Nature Lab
includes chickens,
which share a pen
with the tortoise (Nick
Masuda photo)
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If you are planning for a ifetime, educate people.” — Chinese proverb
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