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Planet 
Protectors 
THE ECO-ACTIVISTS OF NEA-RETIRED ARE WORKING TO 
SAFEGUARD THE EARTH FOR THE NEXT GENERATION 

BY JAMES PATERSON 

twas perhaps inevitable that after his career as 
an educator, Ryan Anderson would commit 
himself to preserving the land in the rugged 
stretch of Utah where he grew up. 

When Anderson was a young teen, his father 
would drop him off with some friends-along with 
a pile of tents and backpacks-near a trailhead in 
the Wasatch Mountains. "Have fun. I'll pick you up 

in three or four days;· Anderson recalls his father saying. 
Attending school within sight of the stunning 

mountains near Salt Lake City, he sought out desks close 
to the windows. And later, when teaching amidst the 
same Utah scenery, his students noticed that Mr. 
Anderson always positioned his classroom so he could 
look outdoors. And he often did. 

"That's just where I always wanted to be-outdoors:· 
says Anderson, whose home is nestled into the red
tinged cliffs of Castle Valley, Utah. "That led me to this 
work. ... It was natural for me to want to protect the land 
for future generations, so they can experience what I had 
and learn to care for it'.' 

Anderson, now retired after 37 years in traditional and 
alternative education classrooms, works on a host of 
environmental causes, focusing his brimming energy on 
protecting the canyons and the Colorado River and its tribu
taries near Moab. He can tick off a half dozen ecological 
organizations he supports in what's become almost a 
full-time job. He also enjoys working with the Canyonlands 
Field Institute, which sparks kids' interest in the natural 
world with hands-on science programs and hiking and 
rafting trips. 

Anderson is one of many retired educators commit
ting time to environmental issues-some through 
protests that gain headlines nationwide and some by 
quietly nudging friends and neighbors to recycle, use less 
water, and live more sustainably. 
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Harnessing the skills they gained during their careers 
and in their union work, these educators are making a 
difference in their schools and communities. 

Battling big oil 
Before her retirement, Jeanne Crumly taught English 

and served as a media specialist at the junior-senior high 
school in O'Neill, a town of about 3,700 in the heart of 
Nebraska farmland. In 2011, she found out that her 
family's farm was in the proposed path of the Keystone 
XL Pipeline. 

"My involvement with the project began in earnest 
when we got a call from TransCanada, telling us [the 
pipeline] would cross our land and they would be out the 
next day for us to sign the paperwork to give them those 
rights;· she recalls. 

The pipeline-which the Biden administration has 
now canceled-was intended to pump tar sands from 
Canada to the Gulf of Mexico, where petroleum compa
nies would extract oil from the mixture. 

Crumly has been tireless in her 
quest to halt the controversial 
project. "I have attended every 
meeting ... here and across the state. 
I have testified at every hearing, have 

Bill Bigelow 

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS 



arranged a landowner meeting with the [Nebraska] 
governor, and helped interview and record 48 people 
regarding their interaction with TransCanada as testi
mony [before the state legislature];' Crumly says. 

Jeanne Crumly and her husband, Ron, (shown on their land in 
Nebraska) protested the proposed Keystone XL pipeline, which 
would have crossed their property if it had become reality. 
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Ryan Anderson is passionate about 
protecting the canyons and tributaries 
near his home in Castle Valley, Utah. 

She has also been interviewed by 
international news organizations and 
was featured in the New York Times. "It 
looks like it has paid off, but it may not 
be over yet:· she says. 

Many retired educators have added 
their voices to this outcry. "We have 
some things going for us. We have the 
time and energy to be engaged in this 
type of meaningful work;' she says. "We 
also bring with us a certain credibility. 
People know us and, if we have done 
our job well, [they] respect our opin
ions. We also have the skills to research, 
question, write, and speak. We have 
been doing that for all of our careers'.' 

A "greener" school curriculum 
Bill Bigelow, a retired teacher in 

Portland, Ore., agrees with Crumly. "We 
may not have classes anymore, but we 
have a commitment to education, 
young people, and our communities:· 
says Bigelow, who was instrumental in 
pushing his local school district to 
adopt a robust climate justice policy. 
"We have an important role to play'.' 

Bigelow and fellow activists 
persuaded the school board to update 
curricula and materials covering 
environmental challenges. Changes 

included moving away from a textbook that stated, "Not 
all scientists agree with the theory of the greenhouse 
effect'.' The same textbook incorrectly blamed developing 
countries for acting slowly and falsely claimed that 
developed nations led in greenhouse gas reduction. 

Bigelow is co-editor, with Tim Swinehart, of the book, 
A People's Curriculum for the Earth: Teaching Climate 
Change and the Environmental Crisis, which provides 
role-plays, simulations, and readings to help students 
understand ecological challenges. 

His work has inspired NEA-Retired members like 
former fifth-grade teacher Bob Peterson, who success
fully ran for the school board in Milwaukee. In this role, 
Peterson championed a climate justice resolution to 
address climate change and develop an action plan for 
the district. 

After six months of work by Peterson's special 
committee, the resolution passed unanimously. It 
established working groups that aim to incorporate 
environmental education into every subject and reduce 
the school district's environmental footprint. 

In an article written for the Zinn Education Project, 
Bigelow states that action at the school board level is 
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critical. Still, it isn't always enough. 
"There is no road map for how we 
can make sure that schools play a 
central role in addressing our 

climate emergen
cy;· he writes. "Not 
only do commer
cially produced 
textbooks not 
have an answer 
to responding to 
the climate crisis, 
but they are also 
solidly part of the 
problem. The 
[Portland] school 

Bob Peterson board passed 
a magnificent 

resolution, but top administrators 
have offered tepid support for 
climate justice education ... 

"It's a lesson those of us con
nected to school communities need 
to take to heart. Our house is on 
fire. Let's act like it:' ¥. 
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Want to help 
protect our 

planet? Check 
out these Earth-friendly 

organizations: 

National and international 
organizations 

The Nature Conservancy, 
nature.org 

World Wildlife Fund, wwf.org 

The Wilderness Society, 
wilderness.org 

National Parks Conservation 
Association, npca.org 

Local stream cleanups and 
tree-planting projects 

Freshwater, freshwater.org 

Arbor Day Foundation, 
arborday.org 

To turn your yard into a 
certified wildlife habitat 
National Wildlife Federation, 
nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/ 
Certify 

Meet More 
NEA-Retired 
Eco-Heroes 
Retired educators are on the front 
lines of environmental activism in 
ways big and small. These are just a 
few of the climate warriors who are 
working to protect the Earth. 

NAME: 

Jeanne Bartlett 

CAREER: Taught middle school for 
47 years in Washington state. 

CAUSE: Bartlett believes she 
developed a chronic illness as a 
result of long-term exposure to a 
damp and moldy portable 
classroom. She has become a 
champion for healthy schools and 
strict standards for classroom air 
quality, including working with the 
Healthy Schools Network and the 
NEA Healthy Schools Caucus. 

"We just don't know 
the many ways the 
quality of the air in a 
classroom can affect 
these kids. As a former 
teacher, this seems like 
a good place to devote ,, 
my energy. 

NAME: 

Vanessa Tillman 

CAREER: Taught kindergarten 
for 38 years in St. Lucie County, 
Florida. 

CAUSE: She creates jams and 
jellies using healthy ingredien~s 
and sustainable growing methods, 
making sure that her friends, 
family, and customers think about 
sustainability. She finds ways to 
use all parts of the plants from her 
garden, some growing from seeds 
that sprout in a neat compost pile. 

"I grew up on a farm 
with seven children. 
We had to use 
everything we grew. 
And I think that is a 
good thing to think 
about today:' 
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NAME: 

Dianne Martin 

CAREER: Worked for 32 years in 
Mobile, Ala., teaching sixth grade 
and serving as an environmental 
program director. 

CAUSE: She has led and revitalized 
a local group called Keep Mobile 
Beautiful. Members plant trees, 
clean up city waterways and public 
spaces, and promote care for the 
city's urban landscape. Recently, 
she worked with teens at a youth 
detention facility to plant some 
170 fruit trees and berry bushes. 
As the plants grow, young people 
at the facility will harvest them for 
residents of a nearby low-income 
neighborhood. 

"When you look at what 
is going on, it is hard 
not to be concerned:' 

NAME: 

Phyllis Farrell 

CAREER: Taught for 35 years in all 
levels, mostly in Lacey, Wash. 

CAUSE: As vice chair of the 
Nisqually River Council, Farrell 
works to protect the river's shore
lines and water quality as well as 
the salmon that run in the water
ways south of Seattle. She is also 
active in the Nisqually River 
Education Project, providing 
students with field experiences and 
teaching them about the river, 
which snakes some 81 miles from 
Mount Rainier to Puget Sound. 
These groups have played a key 
role in protecting 78 percent of the 
Nisqually's main shoreline. In 
addition, Farrell obtained a Sierra 
Club grant to promote a climate 
mitigation plan for her county. 

''Teachers especially 
gravitate toward 
important issues 
because they are 
trained to be critical 
thinkers. From our 
training, we understand 
that every individual 
can make a difference:· 

NAME: 

Michele Smith 

CAREER: Taught and served as a 
librarian in Phoenix-area elemen
tary schools for 30 years. 

CAUSE: Smith's concern about 
water supplies and water quality 
prompted her to create a garden 
that requires no use of public water. 
Her yard, a certified wildlife habitat, 
includes a carefully designed mix of 
plants that require little water and a 
series of gutters and basins from 
which she can collect water for the 
garden. Now, many of her neigh
bors have followed suit. 

"We have a respon
sibility to teach 
our children and 
grandchildren that 
we need to take care 
of what we have. I like 
the saying, There is no 
planet B~' 

I 
' I 
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