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What Began Decades Ago, is Bearing Fruit for the Today’s Children 

Retired Educator Makes Donation to ScienceStrong Program at Pierce Cedar Creek Institute 

  

Hastings, MI–As a youngster, Mark Jenness was fascinated by the natural world. As a young man in the 

early 1960s, he began working summers at the newly created Kalamazoo Nature Center with one of its 

founders, Dr. H. Lewis Batts. Over the years, Batts became his mentor taking Jenness and other KNC 

workers on nature hikes around a remote West Cloverdale Road property (just north of Dowling). 
 

Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is steward of the very same property today, and Dr. Jenness is now a Western 

Michigan University researcher emeritus. He spent 44 years in environmental education with 22 of those 

years at the KNC. He became education director of the nature center before moving on to WMU. His wife 

Cheryl was a botanist and environmental historian at the KNC and later taught in Western’s history 

department. 

  

Recently, Jenness stopped by Pierce Cedar Creek Institute for the Holiday Gift Show and noticed a display 

about its new initiative, ScienceStrong—Explore, Experience, Engage. What caught his eye was the “Wish 

List” for supplies. With the goal of improving science literacy among area preschool through high school 

students, the Institute listed such things as nature books for all levels, basic school supplies, science 

supplies, and specimens of plants and animals.  

 

Jenness remains a strong advocate of “Inquiry-based Learning” and knew some of the items and books he 

had gathered over the years would prove useful for teaching young students about the natural world. On 

December 11, Jenness met with Institute staff and donated mastadon teeth replicas, animal track molds, 

fossils, minerals, children’s environmental books, naturalist and science curriculum books, insect nets, and 

many more useful teaching tools. 

 

“I am interested with helping people understand their relationship with the environment,” said Jenness. “It’s 

critical at whatever level. Before we called it ‘Inquiry-based Learning’ it’s what I was promoting with a lot of 

other people. That goes back a long ways—the idea of kids being actively engaged. It doesn’t happen by 

sitting and listening to somebody drone on. When you use an inquiry-based approach, what you are doing is 

getting kids to observe, compare, contrast, and describe, which is at the core of science. It gets them 

engaged with a hands-on approach.” 
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The lifelong educator and naturalist is also firm believer in grassroots organizations and providing 

opportunities for young minds and hands to interact with physical objects. The ScienceStrong program was a 

perfect fit for his donation. 

 

“We are never going to solve the problems we have without improving education in this country,” he said. 

“One of the ways you do that is by building the capacity of teachers. True learning comes from objects 

combined with good facilitation, and teachers are the facilitators. A teacher’s role is to provide opportunities 

for kids to learn. One of the ways you provide opportunity is by providing the objects with which to engage 

them. Whether it is the outdoors or something else, you put the ownership on the kid to learn. Today, too 

much of the ownership is concentrated on the teacher. If all a teacher does is lecture, the kids don’t own it 

because the teacher owns it all. Somehow you have to transfer the ownership of learning from the teacher to 

the student. We have to figure out how schools can do a better job doing that.” 

 

Dr. Jenness retired in 2010 from his position as founding director of the Science and Mathematics Program 

Improvement (SAMPI) program of Western Michigan University’s Mallinson Institute. SAMPI specializes in 

evaluation, research, and technical assistance for K-12 schools and other educational institutions. He 

continues to remain an active researcher serving as lead investigator on national, statewide, and local 

educational improvement efforts. 

 

Through ScienceStrong, the Institute offers field-based learning experiences for individual students and 

whole classrooms, works with teachers on developing curriculum and experiences for students, and builds a 

library of resources for area teachers to support science education in the classroom. To learn more about 

the ScienceStrong program at Pierce Cedar Creek Institute and how you can help, visit 

www.cedarcreekinstitute.org or contact Education Director Dr. Sara Parr Syswerda at 269-721-4434. 

 

Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is located south of Hastings at 701 W. Cloverdale Rd, 2.5 miles west of M-37 

and 4.5 miles east of M-43. Seven miles of nature trails are FREE and open to the public from dawn to dusk 

every day of the week. 
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Attached Image: 

Pierce Cedar Creek Institute Education Director Dr. Sara Parr Syswerda (left) receives mastodon teeth 

replicas as part of Dr. Mark Jenness’ (right) contribution to the ScienceStrong program.  
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