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“Only Connect!… Live in fragments no longer.”  
                         ~ E.M. Forster, Howards End 

 

This thesis is a project-based exploration of the development of an educational 

program in an alternative learning environment.  Non-classroom-based learning 

environments provide essential opportunities to students that can’t always be found in a 

classroom.  Through research, field studies and surveys, an outline of options was 

developed for the implementation of educational programming on a working farm north 

of Boston.  A farm-based program was chosen to represent a particular kind of alternative 

learning environment. This program was designed to promote responsible and sustainable 

behavior and encourage life-long connections in students to themselves, to their 

community, and to the world around them. 
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Chapter I 

Location, Location, Location… 

 
   

Why non-classroom based learning environments? 
 
 Untraditional learning spaces provide opportunities to students that can’t be found 

in a classroom.  Examples of non-classroom based learning environments include farms, 

seaside institutes, exploratoriums, and forests.  These alternative contexts for learning 

offer unique resources and circumstances and can encourage a sense of place, offer real-

world, hands-on experiential opportunities, and develop awareness and confidence in 

one’s distinctive ways of making meaning in the world.  

In his 1970 book Deschooling Society, Philosopher Ivan Illich challenged the 

institutionalization of social systems and structures.  He felt most social institutions 

“confuse process with substance…Medical treatment is mistaken for health care, social 

work for the improvement of community life, police protection for safety, military poise 

for national security, the rat race for productive work” (Illich, 1970, p. 1).  As for schools, 

he felt they appropriate “the money, men, and good will available for education and in 

addition discourages other institutions from assuming educational tasks” (Illich, 1970, p. 

8).  Illich’s book proposed the concept of creating connections between schools and 

communities to fully educate students.  His work forced readers to understand just how 

inefficient and ineffective school systems had become. 

 In the years since Illich’s book, educators, psychologists and child development 

experts have added to the pile of significant research in favor of real-world experiences.   
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The time is coming when it will be hard to find within a day’s journey of our large 
cities a single spot capable of stirring the soul of man to speak in poetry.  

    ~Charles Eliot (1859-1897) 
      Founder, The Trustees of Reservations 

Why a farm?  

The outdoors is one of the purest and most natural educational environments.  

One of the most robust and interdisciplinary locations in the outdoors is a working farm. 

A working farm was chosen as the case study because it offers promising opportunities to 

introduce school-aged children to a very wide variety of outdoor experiences.  

Additionally, the accelerating pace of the modern world threatens to leave the pleasures 

and lessons of a pastoral life in its wake.  Places that connect us to our past, encourage a 

responsible relationship with the earth, and enrich us are growing in demand and will 

become commodities like gas, water and grain because we need these spaces and 

connections to survive.  Farm-based education programs provide communities with 

access to a restorative, peaceful environment and set of opportunities that connects the 

lessons of the past to the issues and needs of the future.  

A farm is a remarkably unique learning environment for students of all ages to 

connect to the land, satisfy curiosities in ways tailored to individuals, and learn from the 

activities of a working farm. The lessons learned while immersed in the work and flow of 

farm life are enriching and can be applied to one’s own life as well as toward the greater 

good of the community.  A farm’s cultural, historic, scenic, agricultural, ecological, 

natural, and spiritual elements contribute to its distinctiveness.  These elements offer an 

opportunity to teach traditional disciplines like science, history, language arts, and math.  

They also provide experiences that encourage, among other things, self-awareness, 

problem solving skills, an understanding of the cycle of life, critical thinking skills, 
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knowledge of one’s impact on the environment, cooperation, collaboration, stewardship 

of the land, food source awareness, animal husbandry, and the value of hard, physical 

work.  By developing a range of hands-on opportunities for individuals with varied 

interests and strengths, farms can offer sought-after alternatives to traditional formal 

teaching spaces and classroom environments.  In applying proven interpretation and 

education techniques to this vast, outdoor classroom, farms can be a positive, 

transformative resource for visitors and a model for properties that seek to provide 

similar opportunities.  Congruently, as we jet forth in the name of progress, places that 

connect us to ourselves and the world in a visceral way, like a working farm, will be 

imperative. 

There are other reasons that support the development of farm-based programs.  

First, since the beginning of the 20th century, the number of American farms has 

decreased taking with them a way of life and a view of life that many miss.  The recently 

released 2002 Census of Agriculture: Preliminary Data indicates that the total number of 

working farms slid 4% between 1997 and 2002.  In 2002 there were 2.1 million farms.  In 

1997 there were 2.2 million farms.  In 1974 there were 2.3 million farms.  Farming as a 

way of life has been losing ground since the industrial revolution pulled people out of the 

field and into the factory.  Thankfully a renewed interest in local, organic food and the 

preservation of open spaces has created organizations and associations bent on saving 

farms.  Farm-based education programs for adults and children will certainly help this 

effort.  

Secondly, farming is a slow process.  The process of eating a ground-grown carrot 

in November begins with seed ordering in January.  Raising a calf to a cow takes years 
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and have you ever mowed a hay field?  Farming is hard work but the pleasures of this 

pace juxtaposed against a culture that microwaves Minute Rice is eye-poppingly 

attractive. Promoting this way of life and way of being will perhaps slow our pace, 

provide sought-after “balance,” and help us reevaluate our priorities and values. 

 

 
Appleton Farms, Pigeon Hill Pinnacle 

 

Why Appleton Farms? 

 Appleton Farms is one of the oldest continuously working farms in the 

United States (one other American farm claims this title so Appleton is absolutely in the 

top two).  This nearly 1,000-acre property straddling the Hamilton and Ipswich border in 

Massachusetts is currently owned and managed by The Trustees of Reservations (the 

Massachusetts land conservation organization: thetrustees.org).  The origin of the farm 

dates back to the 17th Century when, in 1638, Samuel Appleton received a land grant 

from the town of Ipswich.  Samuel Appleton was from Little Waldingfield, Suffolk 

County, England.   For more than 350 years and nine generations, the Appleton Family 

has lived and worked on the farm. The Appleton family turned the property over to the 

Trustees partially in the 1970s and completely in 1998.  The fabric of this family’s legacy 

is interwoven with the history of the nation and the world as several centuries of 
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agricultural advancements, war, love, fire, invention, economic hardship, art, travel, 

death, blight, and ecological evolution left its mark on the land and the family.  In 

granting the property to this land management organization, the family wished to, 

“provide for the continuous preservation of Appleton Farms as a green belt for the 

recreation, benefit and enjoyment of the public in perpetuity”–as stated in the last will 

and testament of Francis R. Appleton in 1973 (Appleton Farms Management Plan, 2000, 

p. 1-1).   

The last several years have been spent refurbishing and salvaging many of the 

farm’s buildings and enterprises to prepare the farm for its role as a dynamic and vibrant 

resource for the community and a role model for similar enterprises.  Appleton Farms 

currently boasts a successful CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) operation 

providing 400 pounds of produce a year to each of its 330 shareholders.  The farm also 

operates a beef enterprise and a thriving dairy operation with 41 Jersey cows collectively 

producing more than 1,800 pounds of milk a day.  For 2003, the first year of its 

operation, the dairy received the Outstanding Achievement award from the milk 

cooperative for the high quality of the milk.  In addition to these enterprises, the farm has 

over 400 acres of forest and the landscaped features of a traditional country estate–

groomed paths and alleys for walking, horse back riding and carriage rides. There are 

several decorative elements that were added to the property over the course of the 

centuries to add to the managed and natural beauty of the property.  These elements 

include four stone pinnacles from Harvard’s Gore Library that are placed around the 

property as memorials to family members, two Italian stone lions, and other plaques and 

memorials that honor the family and the life they led on this property.  The farm is open 
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daily to the public for hikes and self-guided tours.  Several formal and informal 

interpretive programs (primarily aimed at adults and families) are scheduled throughout 

the seasons including a homestead tour, bee keeping demonstrations, edible plant life 

orientations, and butterfly tracking expeditions, to mention just a few. 

 

 
White Park Heifer, Appleton Farms 

The rich historical, ecological, agricultural, social, and cultural legacy of 

Appleton Farms makes it a unique location for educational programming for all ages.  

Four resounding themes emerge from the legacy of the family and the land that will 

reappear as the foundation and mission of the education program outlined in Chapter IV.  

First, conservation and preservation were a way of life for the Appleton family members 

that lived on and visited the farm. Every tree they planted, removed, pruned, or harvested 

was part of a purposeful vision for the land and the longevity of the property.  From the 

letters between father and son and through the ledgers and farm books that were kept, 

every generation was committed to and worked for the conservation and preservation of 

the farm and the activities that connected them to the land.  In later generations it would 

mean attending college and earning money in the business and legal world to support the 

farm as small farms lost their toehold as a viable business in the United States.  
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Thoughtful consideration was used in every decision concerning the type of animals they 

would raise (Rhode Island Red Chickens or other breeds, Devon or Hereford cows) and 

the decisions were based on their viability and impact on the farm business (Brockway, 

2002).   

A sensible, Yankee frugality was perhaps the life-blood of the farm (Brockway, 

2002). Without this careful and watchful consideration, the farm might not have lasted 

through the nine generations that called it home.  These lessons are invaluable to today’s 

culture.  Consumerism, overtaxed resources, the burden of too much stuff–questions and 

concerns can be raised and solutions can be considered for these and other social ills as 

visitors explore the simple philosophies passed on from Appleton generation to 

generation–like the words from Daniel Fuller Appleton to his son Frank in 1873, “Learn 

to say NO to most of the demands upon your purse” (Brockway, 2002, p.72).  

The second resounding theme of the farm is the interconnected fabric of the 

family with each other and the community.  From the very beginning of the farm and the 

family’s life in Ipswich, there were connections to the town and the community that were 

essential to the well being of all parties.  “Samuel Appleton and the other residents and 

farmers of Ipswich, had established an intricate, interconnected network of economic and 

familial relationships by the end of the seventeenth century” (Brockway, 2002, p.23).  In 

1780, Thomas Appleton served with the Colonial forces.  While he was away, records 

from the Ipswich Historical Society show that the town provided provisions for his wife 

and four children.  “The willingness of the town to support his family while he was away 

serving in the militia is a clear indication of the intricate social/economic weave which 

linked all people in Ipswich” (Brockway, 2002, p.31).  This connection and cooperation 
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went the other way as well.  Several Appleton family members served in “local and 

regional politics, courts, and the armed forces” (Brockway, 2002, p.44). Isaac’s son 

Samuel was the tax collector and constable in Ipswich ( Brockway, 2002, p.31).  These 

posts were usually always in addition to managing the vast farm and its myriad 

enterprises.  The inter-reliance of the farm and the community was essential to the spirit 

and vitality of both.  

The third theme that effervesces from the property and the family is an inspiring 

and unquestionable work ethic.  “The Appletons were an able family that worked hard in 

whatever endeavors they pursued.  Both on and off the farm, they rose to be the best in 

their fields, and cultivated their integrity of character and spirit that remained the 

strongest fiber of family inheritance” (Brockway, 2002, p.24).  Through all that they did, 

whether managing crops, advising their children in life’s important matters, or their 

relationships to and with each other and the community, they worked hard and succeeded 

year after year, for more than 350 years.  This hard work often combined with 

perseverance.  In August of 1943, the barn burned down and the family had to milk all 

the cows haphazardly tethered to trees. 

The fourth theme that emerges from the land and the family is a non-traditional, 

non-denominational sense of spirituality. The January 2002 cultural landscape assessment 

produced for Appleton Farms by Lucinda Brockway of Past Designs includes 

information about everything from topography to top hats and is the main resource for 

data about the farm and the family at this point (it is referenced frequently in this project). 

The second word of the very first sentence of this nearly two hundred-page stew of 
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family letters, farm ledgers, pictures, assessments, and oral histories is “spirit” 

(Brockway, 2002, p.2).  This is the first paragraph of the report: 

The spirit of Appleton Farms is rooted in the soil, in family, and in New England.  

It is a spirit that has survived for generations, and will inspire generations to 

come.  It is a spirit of endurance, adaptation and survival.  It appears in the 

waving hay fields, the pastures alive with sheep and cattle and in the moldering 

basements and hidden attic crevices of the Appleton buildings.  It is felt in the 

depth and breadth of the soil, in the rich odor of spring mud, and in the crusty 

leaves of autumn.  It blows cold with the winter blizzards, and sleeps in the heat 

of summer.  It has called generations of Appletons to come home for the summer, 

and encouraged a few to linger through the winter.  It is a quiet and strong spirit, 

which speaks to all of us in its own way. (Brockway, 2002, p.2) 

This spiritual call of the farm exists independent of anything the family (and now 

the Trustees of Reservations), did or has done.  In 1877 Frank Sr. wrote to his father 

Daniel, “people of every kind go away with pleasant feelings toward the place and 

people, tho’ I am not aware of ever doing anything towards it” (Brockway, 2002, p. 170).  

This indescribable and natural peacefulness paralleled an active religious life in some 

members of the Appleton family.  Many Appleton’s were clergymen or deacons in the 

church.  Joseph Appleton carved the pulpit in Ipswich’s South Church and, Harriet 

Appleton’s husband Daniel founded a Memorial Church in Ipswich.  An unwavering 

religious commitment was certainly not uncommon in a family that arrived in America 

from England before the Revolution.  The spiritual and religious dedication of the family, 
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the indescribable spirit of the property, and the peaceful and reflective outdoor spaces 

inspire the exploration and inclusion of non-denominational, spiritual activities. 

 
View of the Church of Little Waldingfeld, Suffolk, England (Jewett, 1850, first page) 

 
The spirit of conservation and preservation, hard work, a palpable spirituality, and 

the interconnected weave of the family to the land and the community started with each 

other and bloomed outward.  Daniel Fuller Appleton’s second wife Susie outlived her 

husband and Daniel’s son Frank Sr. cared for his stepmother.  In a letter written to Frank 

Sr. from Susie in 1906 she writes, “I want to tell you that I appreciate your unfailing care 

of me during this long season–I have been supplied by your herd with milk and your 

fields with food.  Your trees in summer gave me shade and now they give me fire”* 

(Brockway 2002, p. 91).  It is this hard working commitment to the connection and care 

of all living things that is at the core of the Appleton Farms spirit and is at the core of the 

lessons this property will provide to her visitors. 
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* Frank Randall Appleton Sr.’s father, Daniel Fuller Appleton, taught Frank to 

recite the following Alexander Pope verse: 

 
Happy the man whose wish and care 
A few paternal acres bound; 
Content to breathe his native air 
In his own ground; 
Whose herds with milk, whose fields with bread, 
Whose flocks supply him with attire, 
Whose trees in summer yield him shade, 
In winter, fire.  
  

It is interesting and charming to realize that Daniel Appleton’s wife, in showing 

her heartfelt gratitude, was evoking the sentiments of a verse with significant meaning to 

her deceased husband, his oldest son and presumably the Appleton family at that time 

(Appleton, 1920, p. 9).  This is the whole poem, written by Pope when he was twelve. 

 
Ode on Solitude, by Alexander Pope 
 
Happy the man, whose wish and care  
A few paternal acres bound,  
Content to breathe his native air,  
In his own ground.  
 
Whose herds with milk, whose fields with bread,  
Whose flocks supply him with attire,  
Whose trees in summer yield him shade,  
In winter, fire.  
 
Blest! who can unconcern'dly find  
Hours, days, and years slide soft away,  
In health of body, peace of mind,  
Quiet by day,  
 
Sound sleep by night; study and ease  
Together mix'd; sweet recreation,  
And innocence, which most doth please,  
With meditation.  
 
Thus let me live, unseen, unknown;  
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Thus unlamented let me dye;  
Steal from the world, and not a stone  
Tell where I lye.  
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Appendix G 
Resources (Excerpts) 
 

Additional Resources  
(in no order whatsoever) 
 
Fisher Museum Dioramas, Harvard Forest, Petersham, MA 
http://harvardforest.fas.harvard.edu/museum/dioramas.html 
 
PLACE: Place-Based Landscape Analysis & Community Education 
/www.uvm.edu/place/about/ 
 
Orion Magazine Online 
www.orionsociety.org 
 
 
North American Farmers Direct Marketing Association 
www.nafdma.com 
 
Massachusetts Maple Producers Association 
http://www.massmaple.org 
 
Association for Living History, Farm & Agricultural Museums 
http://www.alhfam.org/alhfam.links.html 
 
Farm to Table 
www.farmtotable.org 
 
 Massachusetts Agriculture in the classroom 
www.aginclassroom.org 
 
What’s Up MAC? 
www.umass.edu/umext/mac/lessons 
 
USDA Agriculture in the Classroom 
 www.agclassroom.org  
Conference: June 23-26, 2004  
 
American Farm Bureau 
www.fb.org 
 
Massachusetts 4H 
www.mass4h.org 
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American Farmland Trust 
www.farmland.org 
 
Mass Agribusiness links: 
www.locate-massachusetts.com/Business_and_Economy_Agriculture.html 
 
The Vermont Earth Institute: The best things in life aren’t things 
www.vtearthinstitute.org 
 
 
 

   
 


