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''In these caves, there will be no light," I tell them. "I am only going to guide one of you through. The 

rest of you will need to lead each other. Use soft, supportive voices and maintain the chain of 

communication." 

 

We lower ourselves one by one through a narrow hole in the granite. Our eyes grainy with sudden 

sightlessness, we direct one another's hands along wet walls and sidestep between boulders, easing 

foot-first through snug tunnels, backs stiff against rock. 

 

I first came through these caves as a seventh-grader and, looking back, I realize that experience 

shaped the way I lead my life. Now, a year out of college and just a few pennies shy of poverty, I'm 

working to improve that which lies at the root of most environmental problems and solutions: 

education. 

 

Every week, I take my own group of students from elementary, middle and high schools through the 

Spider Caves, a lightless network of passageways beneath Yosemite Valley's talus slopes. 

 

The educators here joke that if we could bring all the world leaders through these caves, there might 

never again be war. It is an exercise in trust and compromise, vulnerability and survival. 

Participants let go of the snug circles of comfort they have defined for themselves, and they 

communicate genuinely. Blind, their other senses are sharpened. They feel the rock. They listen. 
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Each time I emerge, I am more certain that these are, in fact, world leaders I bring out of the caves. I 

am a field educator for Yosemite Institute. My job is to love this Earth and to inspire other young 

people to do the same. 

 

Our classroom here is vast. Waterfalls many hundreds of feet high rocket downward from creeks fed 

by snowmelt. Peregrine falcons nest along sheer cliffs thousands of feet above the valley floor.  

Yosemite National Park's distinctive granite slabs, bright with glacial polish, change color as the sun 

passes across the land. It's no wonder that John Muir called this the Range of Light. 

 

There is light in kids' faces, too, when they first step from behind their desks into this wild realm. I 

begin most weeks by asking my students to imagine that they are in charge of this place. 

We spend our days adventuring and discussing, looking for evidence of interrelationships and 

change, and pushing ourselves to seek connections between those processes and our own lives. 

 

By the end of the week, after we've tested water quality and waded through creeks, gathered litter 

and carefully packed out our own waste down to the crumbs, I remind my students of the truth. They 

don't need to pretend that this land is their kingdom. It's part of their community. It is theirs to 

explore and to defend. 

 

This Earth Day, we find our world riddled with pressing environmental issues. Plastics accumulate in 

continent-sized drifts at sea, seeping into every link of the food web. The future of our economy and 

politics hinges on questions of energy and "green" industry. Ponderous polar bears, as well as the 

world's tiniest shelled creatures, face imminent extinction if changes in climate continue. And runoff 

from homes and agriculture promotes algal blooms, which drain the ocean of oxygen and make the 

water unlivable for fish and the massive world population that depends on them for food. 

 

 Education, too, is on the cusp of change. On good weeks, I have the opportunity to take school 

groups out for five full days into Yosemite National Park, to spark excitement and to encourage 

sustainable action. However, many schools have been shortening their time here because of budget 

cuts. Some schools no longer come at all.  

 

Currently, the No Child Left Inside Coalition is working to promote an amendment to the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (No Child Left Behind) that would include funding and 

standards for outdoor education for students nationwide.  

 

Our Earth's environmental problems and the way we educate our students are irrevocably linked. We 

can protect only what we understand and love. Whether they come from a small Sonoma County 



charter school or from overcrowded Oakland classrooms, students who experience outdoor 

education at Yosemite Institute and elsewhere focus better in class, earn better science scores (27 

percent higher, according to a 2005 Department of Education study) and know to look for beauty, to 

make connections between action and impact, and to fight for change in their communities.  The 

decisions we make about education are as vital to our world's health as those we make about climate 

change. 

 

Just as the students in the Spider Caves listen to those who have come before them and show the way 

to the people behind them, as I move forward in this uncertain era, I want to ensure those who will 

shape this world alongside and after me are appropriately prepared for leadership with experiences 

that inspire them to live simply, to rejoice in the natural world and to make responsible decisions to 

sustain it. 

 

The first Earth Day was about observance of environmental issues. Where I work, we observe those 

issues daily, brainstorm ways to overcome them and celebrate the world we are learning to protect. 

Here, in a real way, every day is Earth Day. 

 

Hannah Hindley, 22, works for Yosemite Institute. She grew up in Glen Ellen and graduated from 

Santa Rosa High School and Harvard University. 
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Hannah Hindley, who grew up in Glen Ellen, is an educator for Yosemite Institute, working with 

students from elementary, middle and high schools. 
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