History of Sheldon Nature 
Center
In 1992, Ann Sheldon donated four to five acres of wetland and some surrounding land to Oshkosh Area School District (OASD) in hopes that elementary school children of the district would enjoy using it as an environmental education classroom just as her family had done many years earlier.    Homes began to spring up all around her property and what was known as Sheldon Pond to the family – a retreat where many hours had been spent relaxing and growing as a family was something Mrs. Sheldon didn’t want to see changed.  As her family grew older and her husband passed away in 1987 Ann realized that passing the joy shared by her family at their farmet could be shared by many as an environmental education area.  So Ann donated the property to the OASD in the hope that they would continue to use the property for education, leisure activities and passive recreation. 
A multidisciplinary task force including the Department of Natural Resources (DNR), engineers and agriculture experts from the county, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), concerned parents and community leaders developed a plan that centered around the educational benefits to the school district but also addressed the need for community green space, passive recreation along the nature tails, flood control, and diversification of wildlife habitat.  The plan from the start was to meet the educational needs of the school district but to address the needs of the community where ever possible. 

In a document dated March 1994, plans had been laid out for use of the donated land under the leadership of a handful of community members who saw a bright and valuable future in that parcel for the benefit of the community then and for future generations to come.

John Walsh and a handful of people began laying out the idea for land use and presented a proposal to Oakwood School.  The plan was reviewed for a period of two weeks.  The plan was revised with input accepted during the review period.  The proposal was presented to and approved by the Oakwood PTO March 15, 1994.  The plan to retain the area as an environmental learning area was also presented to the OASD and approved shortly after that.

This plan was the foundation for the Honey Creek Restoration Project that would be used for what is now known as the Sheldon Nature Center could be and what it would provide as an educational resource. 
An article in the Oshkosh Northwestern dated 2-21-95 stated that the East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (ECWRPC) had secured a $100,000 EPA grant to restore the former Sheldon property (23 acre area of wetlands) near Oakwood Elementary School on Honey Creek.  Then district business services director Todd Gray stated, “It appears that the project will help out our playground area and improve the drainage.”  He went on to say the area could be used for an environmental classroom.  The article stated that the project could be the first of its kind in Wisconsin that combines wetlands education with storm water management.

A follow up article dated 2-23-95 stated that the OASD Board of Education approved allowing ECWRPC to restore the wetlands area.  The plan to take form in the fall and winter of 1993 to allow the earth moving, creating the pond scrape and a 24 foot headwall dam with a three foot spillover in the summer of 1995. 
On June 13, 1995, a detailed report assembled by Nancy Donner of the Department of Agriculture, Trade & Consumer Protection for the State of Wisconsin presented to Pete Van Airsdale, a conservationist for Winnebago County, provided the groundwork for restoring the then Honey Creek Restoration Project.  The report provided detailed land alteration documents and maps to be used for restoration and educational use.
After the initial EPA grant, Boy Scouts from Troop 615 from Oakwood School were really responsible for keeping the dream that Ann Sheldon had for this area alive. The OASD was supportive of the project but indicated that the available dollars in the budget did not include site development at the Honey Creek Restoration Project. 

John Walsh and the handful of community members kicked into high gear assisting the ECWRPC with input to finalize the details of the restoration project.  Shortly after, the physical work began to turn the parcel into a living environmental workshop.  Walsh who was a Boy Scout leader of the Troop chartered by the Oakwood Elementary School PTO  began to involve the troop giving younger scouts an opportunity to earn community service and older scouts an opportunity to plan and carry out plans for Eagle Scout Service Projects.  During the first year of the troops involvement six Eagle Scout Projects physically lay the foundation for the habitat enhancement and to create the nature trail.
The Eagle Scout projects involving hundreds of volunteer hours each were completed by Matt Bruch, Adam Kleinschmit, Brad Hunter, Colin Walsh, Jon Farber and Taylor Costello under the coordination of John Walsh and then OASD Director of Environmental Education John Henry Hauser.  Each of these scouts planned, organized and managed fellow scouts, leaders and volunteers in carrying out their projects.  They also obtained machinery and materials necessary to complete their projects.  The Troop developed a long list of community businesses that would start to provide donations, materials and manpower to continue the dream.   Fourteen Eagle Projects over a 3 year period were completed.  In 1998 the vision and plan for the environmental education area continued to take shape but lacked the leadership and manpower from older scouts so a group of interested parents and volunteers decided to form a site development and advisor group to keep the dream alive and continue the vision.  John Walsh was nominated by the group as the President because of his leadership in with the project since its donation to the school district.  This group looked not only on the work that they could complete but looked to involve even the youngest of students from Oakwood Elementary School in its projects.  A series of well-thought out projects slowly culminated into five specific habitats in the wetlands.

In February of 1999 committee managing the project went the OASD Board of Education with a successful proposal to change the name of the area the Sheldon Nature Area (SNA) after the Sheldon Family who donated the property.  The 16 member site development committee then changed its name to the Sheldon Nature Area Committee or SNAC.  
It was then that the word was out – to design an environmental education curriculum for primary elementary grades (kindergarten through third grade) piloted by Oakwood Elementary School at the SNA that would complement with the Friends of Sullivan’s Woods and the curriculum already developed at Sullivan’s Woods for grades 4-12.  The objective of principal, Jim McGrath was to involve each class at Oakwood in a tour and in the continued development of the site. The EE Charter School concept development of the SNA began with the fourth and fifth grades at Oakwood.
During the following month the School District’s Environmental Education Executive Committee would start working on a pilot curriculum, using the unique attributes of Sheldon Nature Center as the focus for curricular development.
In the Eagle Flyer for January / February 1999, the Oakwood Elementary newspaper, Principal McGrath reports the following:
Nature Center Development Continues

A committee has been hard at work to continue development and implementation of the master plan in developing the wood lot north of Oakwood School into an Outdoor Education facility for Oshkosh Area Schools.  This committee is addressing the needs of 1) Site planning, 2) Finance and grants, 3) Outreach and promotions, and 4) Curriculum development.  A collaborative effort between the Oshkosh Area School Board, the Township, Oakwood PTO, Oakwood students and their parents, School Administrators, the DNR, East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission, EPA County Engineering Department, the Girl Scouts, and Boy Scouts Troop 615 have been the key to it’s early success.  Completed projects at the site to date include wetland development, recreation of a pond, prairie planting, establishment of an aquatic plant community, small game habitat structures, bat houses, tree planting, and an extensive network of trails.  Watch for and look for ways in which you can assist in the building of our outdoor classroom.

In a document dated 2/4/99, a revised master site plan had been written to address what had been done as well as what effect those changes could have in the near and long range plans for restoration and education.  By February of 1999, five landscape types had been identified. Those landscapes are identified as: Planted Prairie, Planted Wetland, Wet Mesic Forest, Old Field and Succession Areas. 

The vision of the revised master plan, encouraged by the school district’s involvement through environmental education was to add structures to encourage wildlife habitation; add signs and teaching stations for children and adults to learn from; and, design appropriate curriculum to encourage learning from the restored center.

SNAC wanted the students to continue to engage in the ownership of the project so they were asked to compete in a school wide contest that would design a sign and logo for the Sheldon Nature Area.  The teachers of Oakwood chose the design of Lindsay Walsh and built by the Oshkosh High School shop classes under the direction of Curt Clark. This sign greats visitors at the entrance of the SNA. A list of friends/donors to the project is noted on the back of the sign for all to see and recognize.  In the Eagle Flyer, dated October 1, 1999. Principal McGrath reports that on September 30, the Sheldon Nature Center was dedicated.  
At the dedication, John Walsh the President of the Sheldon Nature Area Committee and Ron Heilmann Superintendent of Schools presented Ann Sheldon with a replica of the new sign in honor of her late husband Richard.  He had dreamed of developing an environmental nature area for students and area residents to enjoy for years to come.  
Principal McGrath then reported the following as elements of a site plan (see above) developed by local residents and the Sheldon Nature Area Committee:

1. Completion of a nature trail.

2. Building of a bridge across Honey Creek below the scrape (pond) to connect the trail.

3. Planting over 800 trees.

4. Planting of three nature native prairie areas.

5. Develop wildlife habitat structures including bat houses, wood duck houses, and animal ground cover.

6. Planting of a natural border around the pond.

7. Initiated the removal of non-native Buckthorn from the area.

8. Removal of all debris, fences, and posts from the nature center.

All of the above were completed by committee members, scout groups, volunteer groups, and local organizations.  
In the same issue of the Eagles Flyer newsletter, Oakwood was designated as a pilot for the District Environmental Education Curriculum for grades K-3.  The project recognized the work of Erron Sagen and Kate Graesley, both Oakwood teachers as curriculum designers.
With the announcement of the dedication and of recognition of Oakwood Elementary as a pilot for environmental education, a pivotal moment took shape. That moment as recorded in the Eagle Flyer identified two strong forces – the Sheldon Nature Area Committee and the pilot program for environmental education that would continue to shape and direct, in partnership, the grow of both the physical site and curriculum development.  The goal and long range vision of those involved in the donation and all the progress since then is to see Oakwood Elementary School receive recognition and the status of an Environmental Education Charter School.  

The efforts of the Sheldon Nature Area Committee to plan and sustain growth through the development of community and area partnerships, especially the Oshkosh Community Foundation, Pheasants Forever, Whitetails Unlimited, SW Rotary, Wild Ones, WPS, Autobon SocientyTown of Algoma Parks and Recreation Committee and the Winnebago Conservation Club continue to help shape both the physical parcel and the educational curriculum directly and in partnership with the Charter School through seats on the Executive Board for the EE Charter School. The successful development of partnerships and shared ownerships are key efforts that have distinguished Sheldon Nature Center as a uniquely remarkable educational outdoor classroom.

To date over countless volunteers have dedicated tens of thousands of hours to continuing the growth of educational access, restoration and maintenance.  Thousands of students from the Oshkosh School District and other Oshkosh Area Schools have visited the center.  More than 5500 trees have been planted and hundreds of pounds of seeds have been planted. Over 23 acres of land continue to been restored.  The SNA is the home of Sixteen successful Eagle Scout projects.  Over XXX students have been educated using the outdoor classroom developed curriculum.  Visitors can bee seen from sun up to sundown  seven days a week visiting this unique recreational, leisure  and educational site.
