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Milkweed & Monarchs: A Community Approach to
Restoring Native Habitats and Species

For our Civic Spirit project, we took a look at
milkweeds and monarch butterflies; in the process, we
were able to involve nearly all members of our school
community and beyond. Students wrote scripts for
their campaigns, made creative posters and online
marketing materials, and our middle schoolers even
had opportunities to teach our younger students
about the lifecycle of a butterfly. All these steps were
taken in developmentally appropriate ways that neatly
fit within, or complemented, our existing curriculum. 

The issue of butterflies and their habitat loss is not
unique to our school, Heschel, in sunny Northridge, CA
(a suburb of Los Angeles). This is an issue that is
rampant across southern California. Milkweed is often
taken out of gardens and planters as it is not always
the most aesthetically pleasing; however, this leads to
unintentional, if not unknown, consequences: the
milkweed is the native habitat and breeding ground
for caterpillars to grow into butterflies. 

The center of our school campus is known as the
Butterfly Courtyard. Our wall is decorated with ceramic
butterflies, surrounded by words that are particularly
resonant to our community (Hope, Love, Chesed,
Tikkun Olam). The wall’s adornments were originally
erected as a living tribute to the Holocaust poem “I
never saw another butterfly,” as we transform the pain
of memory into a more hopeful and optimistic vision
of the future. This wall became an inspiration for us to
pursue a path of advocacy towards helping our native
flora and fauna. 

For years, our kindergarten classes learned about the
lifecycles of butterflies, and watched them transition
from caterpillar to butterfly in their very classrooms.
This year, we empowered the middle schoolers to
teach this lesson. A few of our older elementary school
students created flyers in a design challenge to
promote our work. Middle schoolers worked with
professionals in the political and non-profit sectors to
learn practical skills of advocacy. These students will
soon stand before the school board and administrators
to advocate for planting more milkweed on campus,
followed by an opportunity to speak with local elected
officials. Our students are also helping distribute small
milkweed plants to our community members to plant
at their own homes and gardens. 
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Our decision to tackle the issue of milkweed and
monarch butterfly habitat loss initially seemed like a
relatively easy way into the field of civics. We know
that most members of our community were not that
well informed about this issue; this even came up in a
student session with a community member and
executive director of a local non-profit. Our students
learned a key concept of advocacy, which is doing your
research and learning what matters to your audience
and constituents. Once there is shared vocabulary and
values, it is easier to make the impact on the world
that we want. This campaign truly involved a majority
of our student body, and featured wonderfully
integrated collaborations between science, history,
English and Judaic Studies classes. Our students
advocated for a cause, learned how to use their voices
(written, oral, and graphic) to bring others along on the
campaign, and even had to address various audiences
(students, admin, board, community leaders). Our
school should be proud of this entire effort. 

Our students have gained invaluable experience
throughout this project. We might yet help native
plants like milkweed make a comeback, and with it,
almost certainly monarch butterflies. More
importantly, our students learned that they can use 

NATIONAL EDUCATORS COHORT:NATIONAL EDUCATORS COHORT: R E F L E C T I O N S  &  A R T I F A C T SR E F L E C T I O N S  &  A R T I F A C T S

Our students learned
a key concept of
advocacy, which is
doing your research
and learning what
matters to your
audience and
constituents.

civics and the levers of power to advocate for that
which they believe in, bring others to their cause, and
leave the world a better place than we found it. That is
civic spirit! 
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