Summer 2021 Newsletter

Four Weeks of Summer Camp!

This past summer we had more children attend our camps than ever before:
seven children attended Piedmont Polliwogs camp, seven middle and high school
students attended our Young Scientists Research Experience, and 48 7-12-year-olds
attended two sessions of Young Explorers Camps, for a total of 62 summer campers!
Piedmont Polliwogs is a half-day camp for pre-school age children and caregivers,
during which the young campers read stories, made crafts, and went for short walks
around the ponds. Young Scientists is a unique opportunity for students to carry
out their own independent research projects under the mentorship of the research
scientists on our staff. Every year we are amazed by how much they accomplish! This
year’s projects included studies of trumpeter swan parenting behavior, the effects
of noise pollution on birds, and the effects of galls on trees. Young Explorers is our
flagship camp: each day started with a two-hour-long hike around our property,
during which we explored our forests, fields, ponds, and streams. Each afternoon,
we taught lessons on everything from how to identify plant families to why and how
birds build nests to the types of clouds. Then we spent some time nature journaling,
crafting, and playing games. We ended the summer with our first ever Nature
Camp for Grownups, which was attended by ten people. We are definitely going
to make this an annual tradition and we can’t wait for next year. We also provided
adult education programs throughout the summer. Highlights included a Piedmont
Wildflower Walk (pictured on the back cover), butterfly and dragonfly identification
workshops, and our monthly bird walks and Walks with a Naturalist.
At the beginning of September we were thrilled to have Bridget Bradshaw
(pictured to the right) join us as our new Education Associate. Bridget has jumped
right into her first field trip season with creative ideas, like dressing up as a Spicebush
Swallowtail (see right) to teach kindergarten students about life cycles, and scientific
experiments, like performing chromatography to separate out all the different
pigments in fallen leaves, making sure that our students both learn a lot about the
native plants and animals of Virginia and have a great time outside in nature.

Welcome our new
Education Associate
Bridget Bradshaw!

COVER: Young Explorers
walk through one of our
shrubfields.
BACK COVER: Executive
Director Bert Harris leads
a Piedmont Wildflower
Walk through one of our
shrubfields.

Learn More

website: cliftoninstitute.org
email: info@cliftoninstitute.org
phone: 540.341.3651
Facebook: @clifton.institute
Instagram: @clifton.institute
YouTube: Clifton Institute
You can support our work by
donating at
cliftoninstitute.org/donate.
We can only accomplish our
mission with your help. Thank you!

Participants in our first ever Nature Camp for Grownups
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The seven children at Piedmont Polliwogs camp pose with Blossum the Possum.
Managing Director Eleanor Harris
helps Young Scientists identify
mammal tracks.

Executive Director Bert Harris helps a Young
Scientist identify and count fish in the ponds.

A Young Scientist measures and identifies tree
Two
Young
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stumps
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numbers of galls on a tree.
like to chew
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Young Explorers

Campers hold up “seeds” that they constructed to disperse on the wind. We tested them out
by tossing them from the top of a ladder and measuring how far they flew.

A camper shows off the animal he created out of adaptations
purchased during our Adaptation Auction.
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Campers admire a cicada found on the trail.

Camp Photo Album

Campers enjoy a hike on a beautiful summer day.

Campers work together to make a boat out of natural materials,
which they then floated on the upper pond.

Campers share their drawings and stories with each other.

The active beaver lodge is always a highlight on hikes around the
lower pond.

Executive Director Bert Harris shows campers dragonflies and
frogs living in the old beaver pond.

Campers explore a stream crossing on one of our newest trails.
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Kestrel Habitat Research

Driving around northern Virginia, you have likely seen an American Kestrel sitting on a powerline, taking a break from
hunting for rodents and grasshoppers. Its easy visibility, colorful plumage, and small size (this picture is about 80% of
its actual size and it doesn’t even weigh as much as a checkbook!), make the kestrel a recognizable and popular bird.
Unfortunately, kestrels are declining across the Northeast. We are studying American Kestrels to better understand the
causes of their decline and so that we can educate landowners on how they can help the kestrels on their properties.
Kestrels hunt almost exclusively in open
habitats with short vegetation. In the northeastern US, the four
major habitats that support kestrels
are cattle and horse pastures, hay fields, row crop fields,
and native wildflower meadows. We wanted to know
which habitat is best for foraging kestrels. In April
2021 our research team (Executive Director Dr. Bert
Harris, Dr. Joe Kolowski from Smithsonian-Mason
School of Conservation, Alan Williams, and interns
Caylen Wolfer, Sarah Cain, and Megan McDaniels)
attached lightweight GPS transmitters to 19 adult
female kestrels to track their movements as
they foraged throughout the summer.
GPS transmitters have only recently
become light enough for kestrels
to carry and this is the first
time this species has been
tracked with such high
resolution. We are still
analyzing the data,
but it appears that
cattle pastures
are their
preferred
hunting
grounds.
Hay
fields
and

row crops were also suitable, but only early in the season or
after haying. In 2022, we will expand this project by tagging 20
adult males, as well 20 adult females, and by attaching radio tags
(which are lighter but less precise) to 20 fledgling kestrels. By studying
both sexes and different ages we will get a more complete picture of how
this species uses open habitats. Thank you to the Raines Family Fund, the
Washington Biologists’ Field Club, the Peregrine Fund, the Virginia Society of
cliftoninstitute.org
| Spring
Newsletter
6 supporting this project!
Ornithology,
and Janine
Moseley |for

Inaugural Dragonfly Count

Community science is a powerul tool for studying the natural world and a fun way to get our community involved with meaningful
scientific research and excited to learn about nature. Every year we host an Audubon Christmas
Bird Count and a North American Butterfly Association Butterfly Count, and on June 26th we
conducted our first ever community science dragonfly count. We chose dragonflies because
they are fascinating animals that are relatively easy to identify, and they are important
water quality indicators. Twenty-five volunteers surveyed 18 sites in a 10-mile-radius
circle, covering a diverse set of habitats from springs to rivers and ponds. Five teams
that consisted of people of all ages (including the young counter pictured here) found
51 species of dragonflies and damselflies! The highlights included Sphagnum Sprite,
Appalachian Jewelwing, three species of spreadwings, Gray Petaltail, Comet Darner,
Yellow-sided Skimmer, and a probable Rapids Clubtail. The count has already taught us
about the diversity of dragonflies in our area and the habitats where they are most likely
to be found. In future years, we will be able to compare the counts and track population
changes. Thank you to everyone who participated, to landowners who generously gave us
access to private properties to survey, and to our partners on this event: the Bull Run Mountains
Conservancy, Fauquier County Parks & Recreation, Friends of the Rappahannock, Virginia Outdoors Foundation, and the White
House Farm Foundation.

Participants in our dragonfly count look for
dragonflies and damselflies in the Rappahannock
River at Riverside Preserve.

Grassland Planting Finished

Contractor Kyle Rhodes used a native seed drill to
finish establishing plants in our grassland.

We have been working to restore a 110-acre former cattle
pasture into a native grassland since 2019. We divided the
field into eight plots, in which we are comparing four different
plant establishment methods and two different management
methods (burning and bushhogging). Virginia Working
Landscapes and the Oak Spring Garden Foundation are testing
the same eight treatments on their respective properties and
together we hope to determine the best ways of restoring
grasslands for the benefit of both native plants and animals. We
broke ground on the project in November 2019, when we first
started killing fescue in some of the plots. In June, contractor
Kyle Rhodes finished planting native seeds in the grassland.
Thank you to Kyle, the Natural Resources Conservation Service
and the Oak Spring Garden Foundation for supporting this
work!
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Upcoming Adult Events

Bird Walk, second Wednesdays and fourth Saturdays,
times vary
Walk with a Naturalist, third Saturdays, 1-3PM
American Kestrel Research Results, Jan. 21 7-8PM
Winter Book Club, Jan. 27 6-7:30PM
Winter Tree Identification for Beginners, Jan. 29
1-3PM
Spotted Salamander Walk, Feb. 15 7-9PM, date and
time subject to change
Patterns in Nature Series, Feb. 17, Feb. 24, and March
3, 6-7PM
Geology of the Piedmont Driving Tour, Feb, 26 10AM4PM
Woodcock Watch, March 5 and 12, 5:45-7:15PM

Upcoming pre-K-12 Events

Nature Club for middle and high school students, first
Saturdays 1-3PM
After-school Adventure for grades 3-8, second Tuesdays 4-6PM
Nature School for grades K-5, every other Wednesday
9AM-12PM, starting Jan. 12
Piedmont Polliwogs for preschool children accompanied by a caregiver, second Thursdays 10-11AM
Family Nature Walks for grades K-8 and their families,
second Saturdays 10AM-12PM
Waterfowl and Animal Behavior Class, for grades 3-8,
Jan. 22 9AM-12PM

Open-access days for Friends of the Clifton Institute resume on January 8.
Learn more and register at cliftoninstitute.org/events.
We hope we’ll see you soon!

