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Chrissy Word is an environmental educator in the Bronx at Rocking the Boat. Her story begins in 
Florida, where she became passionate about birds and nature at an early age. Chrissy’s story is 
culminating in the Civic Action program, which she has organized at Rocking the Boat in 2009–
2010. High-school students in Civic Action are recent immigrants from other countries. Today 
Chrissy is trying to open the eyes of these young people to the natural environment in the city and 
involve them in the restoration of ecosystems along the Bronx River. 

 
My central role at Rocking the Boat is running On-Water Classroom programs for high-school students during the 
school year and summertime. Rocking the Boat is an environmental and youth development organization in the 
South Bronx, which involves students in boatbuilding and environmental restoration using these boats. My interest 
in teaching about the environment stems from my childhood experiences. 

 
I spent the first twenty years of my life in Florida. My family lived in Jacksonville and Clearwater, very verdant and 
green subtropical places. My parents were kind of hippies spending a lot of time outdoors. We often went canoeing 
in very beautiful areas, down beautiful clear streams and rivers. We spent a lot of time at the ocean. We often went 
to the beach in the summertime, and went camping a lot. I think all of those things influenced my love of nature and 
being outdoors. We lived in a house, and then my mother and I lived in an apartment. But even the apartment 
building in the Pine Brook complex on the south side of town was built amongst pine trees, so the suburban area felt 
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like a forest. It was how Florida was developed when I was a kid. Now it has changed, unfortunately, and 
construction companies clear the whole area when they develop it, which is really sad to me. 
 
Until I was an early teen, I spent summers just with my grandmother, who was a housewife and who spent a lot of 
time outdoors gardening. She lived in rural Florida in-between Jacksonville and Gainesville, which was very remote 
at that time. It was a small lake community down a dirt road, the houses were sparse and there were not that many 
people around. This is when I interacted with the natural environment through observing birds, animals, and plants. 
There were a few children and I would spend some time with them, but I spent most of time just trying to entertain 
myself out in nature, exploring the lake and the nearby forest. I loved hanging out in the grass looking at bugs and 
snakes. I sat on a snake once, and screamed, and my grandmother came running, and she said, “Chrissy, it’s just a 
snake. What are you screaming about?” 
 
There were alligators in the lake. The funny thing is that I swam in the lake. We were not really afraid of the 
alligators, although my grandmother kept a close eye on me. I was only allowed to swim right next to the dock. But 
now when I look back I wonder, “What was I thinking swimming in the lake with alligators? I don’t think I would 
do it today” [laughing]. And at night my grandmother and I, and sometimes my parents would sit on the dock with 
flashlights and skim across the top of the lake looking for the eyes of the alligators. When the light connects with 
their eyes they glow in the dark so we could see the alligators floating on top of the water. 
 
Often my grandmother and I would sit on her porch that faced the lake to listen while watching the birds. My 
grandmother knew the birds songs. In her kitchen there was a window near which she had a bunch of birdfeeders, 
and we would just sit there as well to watch the birds. We would watch them from the window, from the porch, or 
down by the lake. At that point in Florida there was such an abundance of so many different kinds of birds: eagles 
and other birds of prey, egrets and herons, forest-type birds like quail and bobwhites, and all kinds of songbirds and 
hummingbirds. 
 
After high school I went to Florida State University in Tallahassee for my undergraduate degree in public relations 
and music. Then I went to Denver, Colorado for a few years to study French. I also stayed in France several times 
for a few months at a time. Then I decided to try New York City. I was in my twenties, and I was fascinated by New 
York City anyway. The big city just held some really big interest in all the people and everything going on. I applied 
for a master’s degree program and was accepted to Hunter College. I settled in New York City in 1995, did my 
master’s in French literature, completing part of my degree at the Sorbonne in Paris. When I returned, I met my 
husband in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where we eventually lived together in a small apartment. I tried to grow a 
garden in the backyard near the building where I was living, but I really missed birds there. I really felt disconnected 
from the environment. Birds became my environmental focus: birds and their songs, and then butterflies, and 
eventually plants because birds and butterflies depend on plants. 
 
From 1998 until 2003 I taught French at Flags High School, which was the beginning of my story in the Bronx. In 
addition to teaching French, I was also the director of student activities for this school. I tried to get my students to 
go into St Mary’s park right across the street from the school. It’s a lovely park, but I could not even get the 
administration of my school to support me on doing programming in the park. The park had big beautiful trees, 
squirrels and birds, but most local residents did not spend time there because it was considered dangerous. It was 
overgrown in some areas and kids were afraid that they could be jumped or meet drug dealers. And yet when I 
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walked through the park, I saw just a park with nice big boulders, birds, squirrels and bugs. I did not understand why 
students and the school seemed completely disinterested in the park. So I decided to take up the goal of getting at 
least some of my students interested in interacting with the natural environment. 
 
I invited the park rangers to come to a career fair in our school. This is when I met Tony Archino, who used to be a 
park ranger, and who now also works also at Rocking the Boat. He came to the school with another park ranger and 
discussed their career paths and what park rangers were doing. At that point, I decided to start an after-school club 
called Urban Green Spaces to introduce students to the recreational and professional possibilities in New York 
City’s parks and green spaces. The maximum number of students that I had in the club was probably eight high 
school students. We took weekend and after-school trips. We went to Pelham Bay Park in the Bronx and St Mary’s 
Park across the street. We went to an animal rehabilitation center in Staten Island and to the wildlife sanctuary in 
Jamaica Bay, which was a really fun trip. For each trip I tried to schedule a professional person to meet with us 
either as a guide or just to speak to the students for a few minutes as part of the trip. 
 
During that time I realized that French was not what I wanted to teach. I felt confined in the classroom and it was 
not where I wanted to be every day. I wanted to be a teacher and I also wanted to be working in the natural 
environment more often. I felt passionate about the environment. I started looking around to change my career. The 
problem was that at that time I was not qualified to teach about the environment. I had a master’s degree in French 
literature and the public relations degree. Then one day a girlfriend of mine emailed me an ad for a job to manage a 
garden in the Bronx that she found on the Idealist website. She said, “This is perfect for you, apply for this job.” 
And I emailed back, “I am not qualified for this job. They are not going to look at me!” And she replied, “Just do 
it!” So I applied for the garden managing job at Drew Gardens in the Bronx, working for the Beacon program at 
Phipps Community Development Corporation. I got the interview right away, and I asked myself, “What’s going 
on? Why are they interested in me?” They were looking for somebody with formal teaching skills and I was a 
schoolteacher. Even though I did not really have the garden managing skills at that time, they did not worry about it. 
But I tell you that first year working at Drew Gardens was like getting another master’s degree for me. The learning 
curve was sharp and I had so much to learn! Really, it was wild. 
 
I was a garden manager there for almost two years. Drew Gardens is a community garden on the Bronx River in 
West Farms in the Bronx. The Beacon program at Phipps did not really understand the benefits and possibilities of 
garden programming for students. My director at that time did not support me enough because she did not 
understand the potential for the garden. The garden used to be overgrown with the grass to your shoulders, but we 
got it cleaned up. Gradually it became a thriving community garden. We planted a beautiful butterfly garden there. 
Now it’s a nice place just to hang out and enjoy. I started a vegetable gardening program for the community 
members to grow vegetables and other plants. We built the first raised beds that people use for growing their 
vegetables. At that time I also worked with the Bronx River Alliance doing water quality monitoring in the Bronx 
River in the garden. Then I decided to start an internship program through the Beacon and the city-sponsored 
Summer Youth Employment Program. The internship involved high school students in helping out with the garden 
maintenance. During this service-learning program students were working in the garden, learning about horticultural 
practices, botany, the flora and fauna of the garden, the Bronx River, and the challenges for the Bronx River 
specifically. 
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Then I was offered a job at the Clearpool Education Center in Putnam County, New York State. I really waffled on 
that offer because I loved my job at Drew Gardens and the people that I was working with, especially the kids. But 
Clearpool offered me a really great job in the woods. And at that point I had been living in New York City for eight 
years, so I decided to take the opportunity to move out and see another part of New York State. Clearpool Education 
Center is a really beautiful and remote place about an hour plus to the north of New York City. It sits on 380 acres 
sandwiched between a big beautiful reservoir and a wildlife management area. We had a house near a lake there. I 
was an educator for camping school groups from New York City, and it was a great opportunity for me to learn 
about the nature of New York State. The job, however, lost its challenge after only three years. I was working with 
New York City students, but I missed developing relationships with them. Campers came for just three days at a 
time and I couldn’t get to know them. Plus, you introduce every camping group to the same kinds of things over and 
over again. I wasn’t able to go too deeply into any subject.  In addition, my husband was getting bored with the 
commuting because he was still working in New York City. So we decided to relocate back to New York City in 
2006. That’s when I started looking for a job in the city, and I contacted Tony, my colleague, and he said, “Rocking 
the Boat is looking for someone.” What a surprise! 
 
In 2007 I started working as the On-Water After-School Director at Rocking the Boat in Hunts Point in the South 
Bronx. The On-Water program is an after-school youth development program for approximately 24 students per 
semester. Most of our students at Rocking the Boat are born and raised in the Bronx, so they know the Bronx to a 
certain extent and are streetwise. But when they get on the Bronx River, they see something that they don’t know at 
all because they have never spent any time on the river. In general, most people in this neighborhood, including new 
students, are not aware of the recreational possibilities of the Bronx River, its environmental and ecological aspects, 
and opportunities for interacting with the natural world. Although rivers surround this neighborhood, public access 
to the rivers was difficult to impossible since this area was industrialized and until just recently. Only recently have 
access points started to crop up on riverbanks for people to discover these waterways. The Hunts Point Riverside 
Park near Rocking the Boat is only a little over three years old. Cement Plant Park just north of here on the Bronx 
River opened last fall. Barretto Point Park on the East River is only three years old. 
 
In the On-Water program students conduct environmental restoration and learn about the ecology and the 
environment of the Bronx River. We conduct these activities using the boats that our boatbuilding students have 
produced. When I came to Rocking the Boat, we were conducting salt marsh monitoring, water quality monitoring 
and oyster reef restoration at the end of Soundview Park. But I noticed immediately that there were all kinds of 
interesting birds along the Bronx River and I wanted my students to notice and learn about them. So I asked my 
students to look at the birds and ask questions about them. What kinds of birds are they? How do they use the river? 
Are they migratory or do they live here all year long? What food do they find in the river? We developed a 
partnership with the New York City Audubon Society and were funded to conduct a formal monitoring program of 
the wading birds, the egrets and herons in the Bronx River estuary. Today I am really proud to hear and see the 
students at Rocking the Boat involved in studying birds. They come to the classroom and talk about the birds and try 
to identify them. They also use a formal scientific survey and interact with scientists from the New York City 
Audubon Society. And now I go down to the waterfront and sometimes hear students shout, “Hey, look at that, there 
is a Great Egret over there!” I love this wonderful reaction, and I am really proud about establishing the bird-
monitoring program in our programs. 
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That leads to the next phase for me at Rocking the Boat. I got pregnant and had a baby since I’ve been here. I could 
not run the after-school program anymore because I need to be at home in the evenings. I had to switch to the 
daytime program at Rocking the Boat, which introduces students from various schools to the Bronx River. Soon I 
realized that I was right back in the same situation that I was in Clearpool, in which students come for three sessions 
maximum, and I don’t develop relationships with students. I wanted to design a program, in which I would see 
students over a longer period. So last year I organized and ran a summer camp for students from the Bronx 
International High School who were recent immigrants to the country and had limited English-speaking skills. 
Courses are taught in English as well as the other languages that the students speak, primarily Spanish but also 
French, Creole, and Arabic. My summer camp included nine on-water sessions on the Bronx River. It went really 
well last summer and the students enjoyed themselves. They were new to the country and everything was new to 
them, so it was a different vibe working with them. 
 
After last summer I approached the Bronx International High School to see if they wanted to continue this program 
during the school year. The school requires its students in ninth to eleventh grade to complete a certain number of 
community service hours each year, but they were having difficulty finding service learning programs for their 
students. I proposed to them that if they would like to send me a group of 20–25 students, I would find and manage 
projects for them, and at the same time develop learning opportunities around these projects. Out of our 
conversations and negotiations grew a community service-learning program that is called the Civic Action 
component to our On-Water Classroom Program. The students were originally from urban or rural settings in Puerto 
Rico, Dominican Republic, Trinidad and Tobago, countries in South and Central America, African countries such as 
Benin and Senegal, or from the Middle East. They know very little about the Bronx and certainly even less about the 
Bronx River and the environment in the Bronx. My program was a completely new thing for them. I think to a 
certain extent these students are more open to it and more interested because they are just more open to everything. 
All of these experiences are very new for them. Many of them ask more questions and they look at things maybe 
more closely. Of course, I have students who are originally from the Bronx, and who come and immediately show a 
lot of interest, but because students in Civic Action have just recently arrived to the country everything was very 
interesting and new to them. 
 
Students in the Civic Action program came to me for twenty sessions in the year: ten sessions on Fridays in the fall 
2009, and ten sessions in the spring 2010, each session was three hours. Each time they learned about the 
environment along the Bronx River, often through restoration with other organizations. We partnered with other 
organizations that I have already worked with, including the Bronx River Alliance and Phipps Community 
Development Corporation. In one of the projects students worked on restoration with the Bronx River Alliance crew 
in the Bronx Forest, north of the Bronx Botanical Garden. Students helped them to remove invasive plants, install 
native plants, restore some paths, and participate in other kinds of park remediation. The students participated in salt 
marsh monitoring in the Bronx River estuary. They traveled in the rowboats and measured and counted plants and 
animals in the salt marsh that was restored right across the Hunts Point Riverside Park. Students also conducted 
oyster gardening, wading bird monitoring, and urban farming. 
 
Even though urban farming does not seem to have much to do with the Bronx River, I arranged for the students to 
work in Drew Gardens located right on the Bronx River. I wanted them to experience an access point along the river 
that is very beautiful and where many community members grow their food. I organized four service days there – 
two last fall and two this spring. This community garden supplies an urban farm market, and my students helped to 
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winterize the farm plot, and then they helped to plant a cover crop as well as other crops destined for the farm 
market in the springtime. Drew Gardens has quite a diverse community growing their vegetables because West 
Farms is a very diverse area ethnically. One of my students coming from Africa recognized a vegetable plant that 
one of the community gardeners was growing in a plot there. The student said, “I know that plant, we grew it at 
home!” And Jennifer Plewka who manages the garden, told the name of this plant and where the family growing it 
comes from. The student said, “Yes, it’s not so far from where I am from and we grew this plant too!” And it was 
such a revelation for him to see this plant. It was a really important experience because that’s a part of home, part of 
that person’s growing up experience. And what was just great was the connection between Jennifer and the student. 
They became instant friends talking about this plant. Jennifer picked up a piece of the plant and ate it, and the 
student did the same thing, and the other kids said, “Are you eating that right out of the garden?” and they replied, 
“Sure.” It was really fun. It was a really wonderful experience. 
 
I think another great experience for students in the Civic Action program was simply being out on the Bronx River 
in the rowboats and learning about all the life there. You came with us once when we went down to measure the 
oysters in our oyster garden. I don’t know if you noticed, but they got excited when they were rowing out to the 
mouth of the river and we were lucky to have some beautiful days when we did it. We have done oyster monitoring 
with these students three times now. It takes a while to row to the mouth of the river. Students took those big cages 
with oysters in them out of the water, and most of the kids are like “ughhh!” because the cages are muddy and there 
are other organisms in with the oysters. Then we would open the cages up, spill out oysters into the boat, and 
students counted and measured them. Students really got into it at that point, “Is this one alive or is it dead? Oh, 
great, this one is living, put it over here.” I think I was so lucky to share that with the students. This experience was 
completely new to them: they were not only introduced to oysters, but also to the fact that people are studying 
oysters, and trying to understand them, and that people care about them and want to reintroduce them to the river. 
When we started to explain and discuss these questions, the answers became quite clear. 
 
Most of these students had never eaten an oyster. But there are always one or two students in the crowd who have 
tasted oysters, and who love them. So other students say, “Oh, do you eat those?” and I say, “Yes, I love them, they 
are delicious.” “But would you eat that one?” and I have to say, “No, because it’s in the Bronx River, which is still 
polluted. One day I will be able to eat oysters from the Bronx River, but right now I don’t.” And some other kids 
would add, “Oh, yes, we always eat oysters. My parents love them!” while others say “Oh, I would never eat those!” 
But one day, hopefully, most of these students will be adventurous enough to eat an oyster and maybe they will like 
it.  Perhaps in their lifetimes, the students will see oysters being sold from around New York Harbor and they can be 
proud of their own small part in that. 
 
Regarding language, I have been quite lucky in terms of translation because there are a handful of students, maybe 
six, who speak French, which I speak too. And my program assistants are Spanish-speaking. We teach lessons or 
discuss the concepts in English, but along the way we do a lot of simultaneous translation into Spanish and French. 
There are also two Arabic-speaking students, but they are stronger in English than most of the students, so that has 
not been much of a challenge, even though there is not an Arabic interpreter for them in my program. 
 
The major challenge with the Civic Action group has been in attendance. I have discussed it with the administrators 
of the Bronx International High School, and we realized that we selected the wrong day of the week for this 
program. Friday is not a great day for these students. They are not only learning all of their subjects required to get 



 

 

7 

their high-school diplomas, but they are learning English at the same time, which is a huge task. By Friday students 
are simply tired and coming to another program at the end of the week is a big challenge. A lot of them opt to go and 
rest, so attendance has not always been great. Yet the students who do make it each week seem to be thriving with 
the program. If we do it next year, we are going to select a day earlier in the week.  
 
Comparing to other programs at Rocking the Boat, students come less frequently to the Civic Action program. I 
have a very specific goal designed in collaboration with their teachers, and I don’t get enough one-on-one time with 
these students to learn more about them, although there are exceptions such as Sekou. He has just immigrated from 
Guinea, and started with my program last summer speaking very little English. His native language is French, so 
there was definitely a connection between the two of us. He was culturally different from many Latino students at 
Rocking the Boat who bond fairly quickly because they all speak Spanish. There are few African students, and some 
of them come from conflicting countries. It did not really seem that the African students have bonded the same way 
as Latino students. But in any case, Sekou liked the program and demonstrated an enormous desire to learn, so I 
helped him to navigate his way in the program and recruited him to join Rocking the Boat in the fall. He was 
engaged in my program because he loved it, but he also observed boatbuilding students every day when he was here 
and liked talking to me about it. I told him, “Sekou, you should join the boatbuilding program.” Since then he has 
turned out to be a star in that program. In one year, not only has he learned English, he has learned Spanish from 
other students. When other boatbuilding students take a break, he comes down to the waterfront to help out On-
Water students by pulling the boats up and talks to them. It’s amazing. He is now a very popular boy at school 
because he is a dynamic person that has desire to learn.  
 
As I have mentioned, immigrant students know very little about the Bronx River and don’t have the same 
preconceived notions about it as students who are from the Bronx. But I think there is a bit of fear of rivers in 
general. This river, like many other rivers, is dark and you can’t really see through the water. In addition, there are 
issues with solid waste on the river. The students immediately develop an opinion about it and think it’s dirty or it’s 
scary. I have to counter this fear along the way. The best way to do it – what I have always done with programs at 
Rocking the Boat – is just to get students out on the river. Students go out in the boats and watch birds, and we 
sometimes see crabs and other organisms near the shoreline. Young people net some fish, crabs and jellyfish, and 
things like that. They see that there are lots of living organisms using this river. With all that life, the river can’t be 
completely polluted and dead, especially if so many of these animals are thriving. 
 
I think that students at Rocking the Boat who I have worked with over three years and who have come here every 
week during the program seasons have changed their view of the Bronx River. It has to do a lot with the people that 
they meet along the way. Learning is not just interacting with the natural environment, which is an important part of 
it, but it’s also interacting with professionals. And interacting not only with their educators here, but also with 
people like yourself, people from the Bronx River Alliance, the Parks Department, the Natural Resources Group and 
New York City Audubon Society. The students, especially in the after-school program, have a lot of opportunities to 
network with professionals from other organizations in Hunts Point such as Sustainable South Bronx, the POINT 
Community Development Corporation and Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice. These opportunities to interact 
with people who are involved in the natural environment have a large impact on students. The students see that there 
is a great interest in the environment and that people are dedicating their professional careers to it. These 
professionals have gone to schools and gotten degrees only to come back or relocate to the Bronx and work on 
improving the environment here. That’s really an important statement. Similarly to these professionals, a number of 
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Rocking the Boat graduates have been accepted to colleges. Cicy and Marcus are now studying biology at Hostos 
College and rival me in identifying birds. Kristyl and Josh both started with me at Rocking the Boat and have both 
been accepted to SUNY Maritime College. The prospects for students at these colleges are really good and it was 
definitely Rocking the Boat that got them there. They may continue working here as program assistants, and if not, 
they will volunteer and continue to have relationships with Rocking the Boat as they go through college. 
 
I think that many surprises in my work came from teaching and my development as an educator. Often I have had to 
change my approach with my students as I learn more about them on personal levels. I come from such a different 
walk of life. Not that it was always peachy when I was a kid, but I certainly did not have the same challenges that 
my students have here in this very urban setting. I believe that the natural world is very calming and soothing and 
helps you to focus and see things more clearly. When I need to relax, regenerate, rejuvenate, I go out into nature. 
And I strongly believe that nature is good for all people. That’s why I feel that people who live on a street with no 
trees have more stress and anxiety than people who live on a street with trees. I truly believe that being out in nature 
and just being able to enjoy it is therapy. I am not saying that going out and working in it is necessarily, but just 
enjoying it, listening to a bird’s song or taking in the light that plays in the leaves of a tree. I feel that in the city 
there is noise, a lot of people, and there is a lot of energy coming from many different places. But living here, we 
have to learn how to navigate that and how to protect ourselves. It’s a fine balance to not become overly sensitive or 
desensitized to all the things that are happening around us. And that’s a struggle in itself for the students who come 
here. 
 
It was also challenging to learn how to interact with my students and not take the hard line with them all the time. 
Sometimes we need to allow them to experience things in their own way. When I came to teaching, I had an idea 
that you develop a lesson and then strictly follow that lesson. Now I understand that this is not the way teaching 
should be done. You really have to take things in the moment as they come. For example, if we are out looking at 
birds and conducting the wading bird survey, but we don’t find herons and egrets, then let’s look at other birds or 
other things in general. You need to take the experience as it comes and not have such a hard plan because if that 
plan is not successful, than the experience is a failure. Every single experience with the students out in nature should 
be something joyful, exciting and fun. I don’t want students to get the idea that we are here only for this one activity 
and if we don’t succeed then we just forget about it – that’s very dangerous. If students have binoculars in their 
hands and they feel like looking at something besides a bird, that’s fine. Go ahead and use those binoculars and one 
day students will probably use them to watch birds. If you are looking at something else today because it’s 
interesting to you, it’s okay. I am not saying that we completely ignore the lesson, definitely not. We try to stay on 
track. As the students get more comfortable with me, with the boats and with the Bronx River, they find it easier to 
focus on a planned lesson. 
 
Now I am puzzled, “What do I do next?” That’s always my question. Because I don’t know that the program 
developed this year will continue next year. There are a lot of variables that are unsure. Will the school have the 
budget? Will there be some other mandate that causes them to follow a different path next year? So I have to be on 
my toes and be figuring out another plan if that’s the case. You have to be flexible [laughing]. You do, you have to 
be flexible and keep trying to brainstorm different ideas. That’s the whole thing, I think, with this job. Working in a 
non-profit allows you the room to brainstorm and come up with different scenarios and develop different projects. I 
really like that aspect of this job. 
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I love my job. I love being an educator in the Bronx. Sometimes I love it as much as I miss Florida. As long as I stay 
here, I want to continue teaching in the Bronx because I love it here. I have seen positive changes in the Bronx and 
its environment since I’ve been here, for sure. I have also seen some setbacks at the same time. I think that 
environmentalists, environmental activists and people working in restoration are going to face a lot of challenges 
over time. Climate change is probably going to be a huge issue here. There has been so much environmental and 
ecological damage in the Bronx, so the opportunities for repairing its environment are vast! I just love these 
opportunities. And most importantly, I get to work with so many different people. I have heard many stories and I 
love that. This is something that I am going to continue. 


