
 From a bright, airy classroom with tall windows 
overlooking pastures and mountains, I watch a group of    
rubber-booted young people laugh their way back to the 
school, followed by a flock of young turkeys.  The students 
have just completed their morning farm chores before      
gathering for circle and the morning’s classes.  Over the past 
several weeks, as the new English teacher at Belle Meade 
School, I have participated and observed as these children 
work towards becoming a functional group of confident    
individuals.  They rely on one another for help and            
motivation, for friendship and fun, and for comfort and     
support.  Each brings to the community unique gifts of nature 
and nurture; in all of their activities at the school – at work on 
the farm and in the classroom and at play on the mountains 
and rivers – they are learning to contribute the best of     
themselves to the community. 

 While working in the garden, a strong young woman 
shovels mulch efficiently into a cart to spread on a path.  Her 
partner, a new student, moves more slowly.  As I watch, the 
two of them, without words, exchange looks; she slows 
down, demonstrating her technique.  The new student looks 
for a moment, then emulates her.  Before long, he is just as 
efficient at the task as she is. 

 At Belle Meade School, I see this important joining 
of individual strength to group function extend to the      
classroom every day.  A tenth grade young woman assists a 
new seventh grade boy with the challenging task of breaking 
a large assignment into manageable parts, explaining to him 
that she was once frustrated by this, too.  She is patient with 
him, and kind, and does not give up until he has figured out a 
solution to the problem.  Then, she cheerfully returns to her 
own task.  In another class, I ask one young man who had a 
strong understanding of a Latin assignment to assist another 
who finds it difficult.  Although the assistant is willing to 
feed his friend the answers, the struggling student rejects the 
easy fix, insisting that he wants to learn.  The lines between 
teachers and students begin to blur.  Knowledge is not    
transmitted, it is acquired, through work, study, and play. 
 Personal responsibility for one’s learning – not just in 
school but throughout life – has been one of the most        
important themes of my teaching.  It is a frustrating theme; 
one that is not often understood or valued by school          
administrators, students who ask what grade they “got,” and 
parents who seem to care about averages and scores more 
than they care about thinking skills and knowledge.  Belle 
Meade students hear daily about responsibility, both in     
success and failure.  Responsibility here means something 
tangible.  Animals rely on us for food and water; crops will 
wither without care and cultivation; children will not thrive 
academically, physically, and socially without attention.   
 As Belle Meade School expands this year into high 
school, accepting students through grade twelve, I am excited 
by the prospect of the carefully cultivated generations of 
young people who will enter the diverse communities of the 
world having been a part of this one.  I imagine my students 
in universities, in families, in schools, in industries, in      
governments:  confident individuals who know how to     
contribute their best to their communities. 
 

-Kristin D. Hauger  
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 Belle Meade School  provides education that        
integrates academic work and nature. The renovated 1914 
Belle Meade Schoolhouse has huge windows that bring the 
beautiful surroundings into the classroom.  Projects and 
classes take place on the 138-acre working farm and          
surrounding natural areas.  Students experience biology and 
earth science first hand by caring for the animals, planting 
and growing food, and exploring the property’s varied     
habitats. 
 Direct experiences with nature help children to     
develop motor coordination and cognitive skills. Green     
settings have also been found to raise self-esteem and         
decrease the symptoms of Attention Deficit Disorder 
(ADD).   Ask the teachers at Belle Meade School and they 
will tell you how different their experiences are with students 
in this environment than in the typical public school.  The 
author of the book Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv, 
points out that when children have time to play outside and 
explore nature, obesity is reduced, ADD is reduced, and   
cognitive development is stimulated.  He also observed less 

procrastination, higher levels 
of concentration, less stress 
and better connection to the 
world in those children who 
regularly interact with       
nature.  “Nature Deficit     
Disorder” is a term coined by 
Louv to describe the          
disconnect between children 
and the environment.  Louv’s 
work with children has       
initiated a movement toward 
reconnecting children with 

nature to reverse the effects of “Nature Deficit Disorder” and 
to stimulate the ability to focus on schoolwork.   
 Belle Meade School provides this kind of education, 
green spaces and direct contact with nature .  Our school is a 
model of the holistic, integrated education that bridges the 
nature gap.  Belle Meade School offers grades six through 
twelve many opportunities to have a direct connection with 
nature during the regular school day.  The students perform 
their chores as the first thing and last thing in their daily 
school routine.  These chores include feeding and caring for 
the animals on the farm, harvesting and tending the garden, 
chopping wood.  In their academic classes they also connect 
with nature through such hands-on experiences as calculating 
the square footage of the garden or riding ring, collecting 
pond water samples, observing succession in nearby       
Shenandoah National Park, and creating permaculture zones 
around the farm to manage the natural resources.  In keeping 
with the local food movement, parents purchase food that  
students have helped raise. 

Questions? Contact us at 540-987-8970 or e-mail 
school@bellemeadeschool.org. 
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Belle Meade is a marvelous place.  There is always        
something going on, whether we’re doing chores, playing 
around, or all of the many classes.  Belle Meade School is a 
peaceful and amazing place.  Everyone gets along and we 
students help everyone else out.  –Hayley 
 
Belle Meade teaches us how to build community and make 
friends.  –Emma F. 
 
Belle Meade is a place where I can feel like I don’t have to 
worry.  The academics are engaging.  We try to have fun and 
bring in the outdoors.  –Natalie 
   
Belle Meade is a really great place.  Because of its size, you 
build better relationships with everyone… and it makes for a 
much nicer environment.  –Griffin 
  
My favorite thing about Belle Meade is all the laughter.   
–Delaney 
 
To me, Belle Meade means a safe harbor to grow.  –Naomi 
  
Belle Meade is a place where I can come and learn in the 
sanctuary of no stress.  I can also learn other things such as 
mechanics and work on the farm.  –David 
 
Belle Meade is a place to have fun, feel good, and build 
steady communities.  –Noah 
 
I love Belle Meade.  It’s like a home away from home.  What 
I really love about it are the people.  –Emma E. 
 
This school is a hidden gem.  I only wish that we had found 
Belle Meade sooner.  –Corinna Pearson (Parent) 
 
I wish I could have gone to a school like Belle Meade!  A 
nurturing environment that educates the whole person, while 
also providing a high-quality academic program that takes 
into account the skills and needs of each individual child.  We 
couldn’t be happier with the experience our two children are 
having, and they feel the same way. –Peter Rice (Parent) 
 
Having seen the results of what one year has brought to our 
granddaughter has amazed me.  I have watched her blossom 
into a happy young lady that is no longer afraid to get up and 
go to school in the morning and truly enjoys going to school.  
–Mrs. D. Heckethorn (Grandparent)  


