Wisconsin Wetlands Success Story:

Exploring Wetlands in the
Pheasant Branch Conservancy

Environmental Education
in an Outdoor Classroom

The Wisconsin Wetlands Association named
Pheasant Branch Conservancy a “workhorse
wetland gem” in 2009 because of its groundwa-
ter connections to water quality. Two large sets
of springs in the 513 acre natural area discharge
over 2.6 million gallons of water a day into
Pheasant Branch Creek that feeds Lake Mendota
in Dane County. It is exactly this blend of bub-
bling artesian springs and marshes that provide
a key habitat for migratory birds and wildlife.
This oasis surrounded by urbanization creates an
inviting outdoor setting for environmental edu-
cation.

Pheasant Branch Creek.

In 2003, the Middleton-Cross Plains Area School
District and The Friends of Pheasant Branch Con-
servancy, Inc. (Friends) teamed up to develop a
“Kids for the Earth” program for area teachers to
work with naturalists in exploring environmental
education topics to link to classroom learning.

During 2008-2010, approximately 2,400 students
attended field trips and participated in hands-on

activities in the conservancy around the topics of
trees, soil, water, food webs and landforms. They
collected and planted prairie seeds, removed inva-
sive species, identified tree species and insects, in-
vestigated soil properties, explored geomorphology
in landscapes and tested water quality. Back in the
classroom, teachers incorporated the concepts of
ecology, conservation, and land and water steward-
ship into their course curriculum to enrich and en-
hance learning.

Identifying trees and insects.

Funding to support this program has been provided
by both public and private sources such as the Pleas-
ant Company, WDNR River Protection Program, Wis-
consin Environmental Education Board, Madison
Community Foundation, REI, Monsanto Fund and
Friends membership donations.

The Friends also sponsor an annual 12-hour staff
development course through the school district that
focuses on environmental education. Connecting
with local resources, over 70 teachers have learned




tools for incorporating environmental topics and
active participation to support curriculum. The
Friends’ education guide, “Branch Out!”, has de-
tailed lesson plans that can be downloaded at:
http://www.pheasantbranch.org/.

Teacher training at springs deck.

Educational Resources
for the Public

The Friends employ a part-time environmental
educator to help coordinate environmental pro-
grams in the conservancy. Since 2008, the Friends
also host “Conservancy Days” for community
members, professionals and parents and children.
Serving more than 400 participants annually, top-
ics range from making bird houses, night hikes,
learning about bats to astronomy. All Conser-
vancy Day programs are free of charge to the
public.

The WDNR Bureau of Science Services has en-
hanced environmental education for visitors to
the conservancy by developing downloadable
brochures with updated checklists at:
http://dnr.wi.gov/org/es/science/publications/.
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Co-author Dreux Watermolen is a frequent guest
naturalist at the conservancy who leads annual but-
terfly identification walks.

Partners in Protection

Portions of the Pheasant Branch Conservancy are
owned and managed by the City of Middleton or
Dane County/WDNR. Since 2002, the Friends organi-
zation has spearheaded the acquisition of an addi-
tional 34.57 acres for the conservancy utilizing a va-
riety of public and private funding sources totaling
$3,350,000 (see chart below). A 19.27 acre parcel
adjacent to the conservancy was purchased in 2005
and dedicated as the John C. Bock Community For-
est.

The unique partnership that has developed between
various public and private organizations, municipali-
ties, businesses, foundations and individuals has
helped preserve an outdoor classroom for future
generations to learn the importance of wetlands and
environmental stewardship.

Pheasant Branch Conservancy
Land Acquisition
Funding Sources 2002-2010
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Read more about the Pheasant Branch Conservancy
as a Workhorse Wetland Gem of Wisconsin at:
http://www.wisconsinwetlands.org./gems.htm.
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