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Root Art and Shoreline Stabilization at Hudson River Beach 

 

Nyack Beach, one of our outdoor classrooms, is sited along the edge of the Hudson 

River, on Tappan Zee Bay. In 2012, Hurricane Sandy took down many of the trees that, 

as a result of years of erosion, had exposed roots. These were the very same trees that we 

taught under and that the children climbed in. The few remaining trees are in need of 

protection. In 2014, we as Strawtown Studio’s directors took interest as community 

stakeholders in the design review of a “Sustainable Shoreline Restoration Project” for 

Nyack Beach State Park. The project plan overlooked the beach site and focused only on 

park infrastructure. By submitting comments and attending meetings, we successfully 

advocated for restoration of the natural shoreline at the beach. There is now a design 

underway for an engineered landscape with a soft, vegetated shoreline that will protect 

the remaining trees and will include boulders placed in the river as wave breakers. 

 

 
 

Figure 11: Art with poetry from the �³�7�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J like a �5�R�R�W�´ class 

 

 

In the “Thinking Like a Root” class, students created art works based on observation of 

the exposed tree roots along the river’s edge, while they simultaneously learned about 

the importance of trees in shoreline stabilization. In the root art class the students 

learned to see tree root exposure as a problem resulting from storm water erosion. They 
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heard how their teachers advocated successfully for the trees and the shoreline, and were 

shown the renderings of the site design. It sent an empowering message to our students 

to know that just one or two people can make a difference through taking action. 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Nyack beach at present day 

 

 
 

Figure 13: Design rendering of proposed natural vegetated shoreline at Nyack Beach 

(Credit: Princeton Hydro) 
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Preparing teaching spaces and art materials in a ceremonious manner is a way of 

introducing a class to our intentions for the lesson. One of our intentions is to invoke an 

atmosphere of reverence and respect. Staging the learning event with beauty and 

thoughtfulness shows our students that we honor them and the class experience. Staging 

has become one of our central art forms, and allows time for staff to be creative together 

and contemplate the arrival of the children. 

 

In this root art class, the young artists, ages 7-12, were introduced to tree roots laid out 

artfully on a cloth. Everyone gathered around the roots to observe their forms, and then 

circled around the cloth twice. The children first looked the roots over before choosing 

one for making their art. The staging gave the roots more presence (beyond merely piling 

them in a bucket), and offered a new way of perceiving the roots. What was once 

overlooked became chosen and special. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 14: Tree roots artfully displayed on cloth in preparation for art making 
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Figure 15: Class gathering around the tree roots. 

 

The roots had been harvested from a fallen tree and were lightly covered in dirt. When a 

student exclaimed it would be a good idea to wash the roots before making art, the 

children became excited and everyone headed to the river to wash the roots. Side by side 

kneeling and washing roots, the shared experience, to us, felt like a ritual. This all 

happened in an unplanned, spontaneous way. It was a novel experience, in which the 

students themselves became part of the artistic “happening.” Strawtown’s AEE activities 

often invite the children to co-create the class experience. The students learn quickly that 

Strawtown is a place for them to open up and follow their sense of wonder. As one parent 

put it, “Thank you for creating a place for my boys to explore the sacred worlds around 

them and within” (Carrie Steindorf, personal communication, Aug. 2010). 

 

Being out in nature with art materials and friends, and responding to the needs of our 

places, grows strong roots in the community. The multi-dimensional approach of 

Strawtown’s AEE provides a new construct for living in relationship with the world. 

 

In our times of great uncertainty and rapid change on earth, many people are searching 

for guidance on how to live. Even in difficult situations, the Strawtown experiences can 
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help to generate “active hope,”2 to borrow a phrase from Joanna Macy. Macy teaches 

that in times of despair, hope is found when we come together to share our grief and 

offer support for one another. She says that when we act together we can face anything. 

Through Strawtown’s work, we are not only together, we are rooted in place together, 

giving us more common ground from which to live, support one another, and take 

action. 

 

To learn more, visit www.strawtownstudio.org and follow us on Facebook. 
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