Explom

In classrooms across Western

Morth Carolina, children bring that
mission to life through creativity.
They sculpt salamanders and Red
Wolves, study native species, and
create artwork inspired by the ani-
mals and habitats around them.

At Champions for Wildlife, art and
wildlife education go hand in hand
Working primarily with K-6 stu-
dents, the organization believes that
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Champions for Wildlife founder, Dale Wailer,

when children connect with wildlife
early in life, those experiences can
stay with them for years to come.

Many native species are misunder-
stood or overlooked. Through cre-
ative, hands-on learning experienc-
es, students are introduced to these
underdogs. Art helps children slow
down and spend time with the an-
imals they are leaming about Stu-
dents who participate in these Wild
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assisting a shudent in sculpting a red wolf

for Art programs often leave reflect-
ing with pride on their creations,
like a little boy who, after learning
about the Eastern Box Turtle shared,
"Look at how good my turtle looks?
1 can't wait to show my mom and dad
and teach them all about turtles!™

That same connection between art
and wildlife can be seen in the work
of artist and Society of Animal Art-
ists member Dale Weiler. His life-

sized hellbender sculpture not only
introduced people to one of Appa-
lachizs most elusive native species,
but eventually became part of the
educational  experiences  helping
students learn about wildlife and
freshwater habitats.

The eastern hellbender, North
Americas  largest  salamander,
lives in clean, rocky Appalachian
streams and serves as an import-
ant indicator of freshwater eco-
systemn health. Because hellbend-
ers rely on large rocks for shelter
and nesting, even moving stones
in a stream can unintentionally
damage their habitat.

To hdp introduce visitors to
this species, Dale created Hell-
benders Rock, a life-sized stone
sculptare of an Eastern Hellbend-
er now displayed in the Streamside
habitat at the North Carolina Zoo in
Asheboro. Designed as an interac-
tive, touchable experience, the sculp-
ture invites people to slow down,
look dosely, and connect with an
animal many people have never seen

before.

This piece would eventually become
far more than a sculpture. Fhoto-
graphs of the artwork are now nsed
in classrooms and educational pro-
grams to teach students about hell-
benders and freshwater habitats.
Through the artwork, children can
study the animal’s unique features up
close while learning why clean water
and protected habitats matter.

‘What began as an artistic creation
evolved into a bridge between art,
education, and wildlife connec-
tion. Whether students are sculpt-
ing wildlife, participating in nature
journaling, or leamning about spe-
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16,4 pieces of
wildlife art have
been created by Ehe

lids since 2002,
and the number

is growing!

cies habitats through  interactive
experiences, they are encouraged
to explore through curiosity, create
through art, and begin building the
kind of personal connection that can
inspire them to protect what they
have come to know and care about.
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The impact extends beyond the
classroom. By introducing children
to wildlife at an early age, Champi-
ons for Wildlife hopes to inspire a
lasting sense of curiosity and care for
the natural world that reaches into
families and communities. Students
often carry those experiences home
with them, teaching siblings about
the animals they discovered, proudly
displaying their artwork, and shar-
ing wildlife facts with parents and
caregivers. In many ways, the learn-
ing continues long after the class has
ended.

One recent story from a Champi-
ons for Wildlife volunteer perfectly
captured the ripple effect of these
programs. After hearing a teacher
remark she had never seen her class
so engaged, the volunteer later spot-
ted one of those same students out
in the community, excitedly pointing
out flowers and teaching his family
all about pollinators. Moments like
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these remind us that these experi-
ences stay with students long after
a program ends. These experiences
stick with students, shaping what
they nofice and inspiring them to
share that curiosity with the people
around them.

Looking ahead, Champions for
Wildlife hopes to continue expand-
ing its creative wildlife programming
and educational outreach, reaching
more children and families through
accessible, hands-on art experienc-
es and a growing online exploration
platform for kids that will launch
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For artists who care about wildlife,
there are many ways to become part
of the Champions for
wildlife communi-

ty. Whether through
volunteering, sharing
artistic skills, sup-
porting  programs, or
making a donation, ev-
ery contribution helps
bring creative wildlife
experiences  to  more
children and communi-
thes.

Artists can play a mean-
ingful rolke in shaping how
the next generation sees
and values wildlife. Art has
the power to spark curiosity
and create lasting emotional
connections. That belief is at
the heart of Champions for
wildlife's work.

Becanse sometimes it all be-
gins with something simple
like a lomp of clay and a
salamander most people

hawve never seen before.
»

32 AUGUST 2026 CATASUS

Studen
DL Sy |'|1t|'ug a Ked Wl
UL of g
i

Above: Champions for Wildlife woluniser, Cam,
helping a student with his art project during a
commmity event on pollinators.

At left: Student provudly displaying his nature

journal afier a Natwre in Your Badcyard pro-
gram with Champions for Wildlife.

Diale Wedler, along-
time member of the
Sociely of Animal
Ariists, ond his wilo
Lol Woods, found-
ed Champions for
Wildile in 2022, |1
miszion Is simple: 1o

come chompions for wildife through fhe mogical
jpower of arl. Today, 100 percent of the procesds
ffrom Dole"s sculplure soles suppaort efioris fa in-
spire the next generalion throwegh artond wildlile
educatian.

‘Website: chompionsiorwildliiz.cog

lInstogrom: @chompionsiorwildlie

Focebook: @chompionsiorwildile

hitps:/ www.linkedin.comico mpang'chompi-
ans-far-wildliic
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