2011: Day Care Owner in Chapel Hill, North Carolina
This thirty-eight year-old mother of four founded Thoreau Park Day Care when she started
exploring day care for her children. Her approach emphasizes outdoor exploration, and
Thoreau’s motto is “No Child Left Inside.”

Life at Home
• Born in New Haven, Connecticut, in June 1969, Elizabeth Harrison-Ward was the third
daughter and fourth child of Wallace and Jean Harrison.

• With two more brothers arriving after her, Elizabeth grew up in the middle of the pack.
• Life outside the Harrison home in Fairfield included frequent trips to the beach on Long Island
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Sound, winter ski trips to southern Vermont, visits to the grandparents on the coast of Virginia,
and regular New York Ranger hockey games at Madison Square Garden in New York City.
Elizabeth started her education at the local public elementary school, and later enrolled in a
private day school in a nearby town.
Following the tradition of her family, she spent her sophomore year in high school at a boarding
school in north-central Massachusetts, and returned to finish high school at the local academy.
Between her junior and senior years, she enrolled in a summer program at the Rhode Island
School of Design, where she pursued her passion for design and ceramics.
Intent on making her own statement in life and choosing her college, she enrolled at Hampshire
College in Massachusetts, a school known for its creative approach to higher education.
At Hampshire, Elizabeth focused on cultural history, and spent a semester abroad studying in
Aix-en-Provence in the south of France.
Following her graduation from Hampshire, she followed the normal trajectory of many
Connecticut young people and moved
to New York City; there, she found
entry-level positions in advertising and
sales.
Her next move brought her back to her
Connecticut hometown, where she
married and had her first two sons.
With toddlers to attend to, Elizabeth
juggled child-rearing with several years
of designing, constructing and selling
unique children’s clothing.
She found the apparel market a difficult
and challenging industry in which to
Elizabeth helps her eldest son study (photo courtesy of AleksandarNakic)
succeed.
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A teenaged Elizabeth creating ceramics during her summer program at the Rhode Island School of Design (photo courtesy of
ArtistGNDphotography)

• In her mid-thirties, Elizabeth and her small family decided to move away from the comfortable
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and familiar Northeast and settled in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, with almost as much thought
as throwing a dart at a map.
With a degree of serendipity, she and her husband decided to build a house on property located
only a short walk from a small private school nestled in the woods on the northern boundary of
Chapel Hill.
Now the mother of three boys, Elizabeth enrolled her two older sons at the nearby Emerson
Waldorf School.
At the age of 38, she delivered her fourth child, a daughter named Stella.
“I knew that I needed to find something to do beyond volunteer work at the school. My ‘a-ha’
moment came when I saw an ad in the school newspaper from another mother asking for
someone who could provide several hours of childcare each week,” Elizabeth recalls.
Following a meeting with the mother Lauren and her son Andrew, who was the same age as
Stella, Lauren set it all in motion when she said, “I want my children to come to you.”
For the rest of the school year, Elizabeth provided childcare for a growing number of children,
including Stella.
A typical morning involved walks in the woods, healthy snacks and other simple activities.
While Elizabeth and the children were having fun, the parent group approached her with a
request for more structure and a more organized program.
“It was at this point that Thoreau Park Day Care came into being,” Elizabeth explained.
Knowing that she needed to learn more about early-childhood education, Elizabeth enrolled in
a series of workshops and conferences at Sunbridge College in Spring Valley, New York.
“It was at Sunbridge College that I learned about the developmental phases of children from
zero to seven years old. We discussed the basics such as how children move and how they
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benefit from certain sensory experiences. Jumping and climbing trees are excellent activities for
young children as they form their sensory awareness of the world.”
• All along, Elizabeth’s knowledge of the world of young children was being reinforced by her
experiences with her older sons.

Life at Work
• Thoreau Park Day Care, now in its twelfth year, admits 12 students ranging from two and a half
to five years old.

• Elizabeth Harrison-Ward is continuously conscious of balancing her enrollment with a mix of
ages, genders, and capabilities.

• “I am amazed at how the right child comes to my program when I need that child. And, of
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course, with 12 children, I tend to have roughly 24 parents. Sometimes I feel that I am teaching
far more than 12 students.
“Thoreau Park’s program is based on one goal, which is to protect childhood. Too often in our
modern world, children are being robbed of their opportunity to be children. We want our
children to be open, not to be fearful, and not to feel undue stress.”
“We like to use the phrase, ‘No Child Left Inside’,” Elizabeth said.
“With a program that depends so much on the out-of-doors, it is essential that the children
understand that we have very clear boundaries, in spite of the fact that we have no fences. If
children feel safe and loved, they can relax and engage in the important work of play.”
A typical day at Thoreau Park Day Care includes the following, according to Elizabeth:
“The children arrive at 9 a.m. The parents
are encouraged to bring the children to the
play area and then leave as soon as possible.
“At around 9:15, with all the children
wearing their boots, we walk through the
woods, rain or shine, snow or ice. The older
kids run ahead, but they know where to stop.
Each day we visit the same places.”
“The walk in the woods and the 15 to 20
minutes in and around the garden help the
children to connect with a sense of place,”
Elizabeth says.
“Some children have started out being
terrified of the woods, or scared of the dogs,
or afraid to get their feet or hands muddy. It
is a pure delight to see how quickly this
changes!”
She continued, “After our initial time
outside, we go into the house. The rhythm
for this next part of the morning is always
‘Circle Time.’ They don’t know it, but it is
also the time in which I do my most
traditional teaching.”
“As part of Circle Time, we often sing, dance
Two students at Thoreau Park Day Care play on a slide (photo
and act out stories. We work with language, courtesy of HelpingHandPhotos)
diction, counting, rhythm and rhymes, all in
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the context of a movement journey so they can create an inner picture or an imagining of the
experience.”
Along with the daily rhythm of Thoreau Park Day Care, “Miss Elizabeth,” as she is
affectionately known by both the children and their parents, creates seasonal festivals and
regular parent meetings.
Parent meetings happen on three or four occasions during the school year and are helpful with
creating a forum for young and new parents to discuss issues relative to child-rearing and early
childhood education.
Elizabeth says that she tells the parents, “I want the children to be in love with learning and
with the stories that go with education.”
She then related the story of Kate, who came to Thoreau Park with a large dose of skepticism.
“She would say, ‘Are you telling me the truth, Miss Elizabeth?’ This questioning turned into a
sense of fear, then transformed beautifully into a sense of confidence.”
With a perspective of over 12 years of teaching and nearly 25 years of parenting, Elizabeth
ponders the question, “Why do I do this?”
The answer is, “For selfish reasons. I love it. It fits with my view of the world, of what we need to
do to create the next generation of young minds who will solve the problems that we need to
confront.”

Life in the Community: Research Triangle Park, North Carolina
• The Research Triangle Park (RTP) area of North Carolina includes Raleigh, Durham, and
Chapel Hill.

Chapel Hill, North Carolina (photo courtesy of Caroline Culler)
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• The RTP was created over 50 years ago by
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North Carolina educators and politicians
who had observed that the local universities
were educating North Carolina’s youth for
jobs that did not exist in the state.
Drawing on North Carolina’s academic,
government and industry bases, RTP began
to attract research and development
companies, and helped the state transition
from an agricultural economy to one based
on business.
The RTP area is recognized as having the
highest concentration of Ph.D. graduates in
the country.
Thoreau Park Day Care is one of a
half-dozen preschools in the area that
embraces the educational philosophy of
Rudolf Steiner.
Born in Austria, Rudolf Steiner created the
philosophy upon which Waldorf education
was based.
This type of education focuses on the
developmental milestones and
temperaments of the individual child, and
emphasizes and utilizes the arts and
individual thinking as the narratives
through which education is achieved.
Rudolf Steiner
During the economic recession that began
in 2008, there was concern that enrollment in these preschool programs would drop, since
families had less expendable income, but preschool enrollment has been sustained, in some
cases, by the need for both parents to seek employment outside the home.
An increasing number of studies point to the positive effects of early childhood education and
the impact it has on achievement throughout the educational experience of young people.
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2011: Emergency Room Nurse in Tuscon, Arizona
Maria Alvarez’s experience with gunshot patients helped her understand why it should not be
easy for people to buy guns. Despite growing up with a gun for protection in her house, she now
believes in strong gun control.

Life at Home
• Maria Alvarez was born in Tucson, Arizona, the only child of Hector and Anna Alvarez.
• The family lived in Barrio Santa Rosa, in a home Hector had helped renovate in 1946, after
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World War II had ended.
Hector worked on the night shift for the U.S. Postal Service. Each evening after dinner, he
drove his old Chevy to a large postal facility, where he operated a noisy letter-sorting machine.
Anna worked part-time at a local deli, making sandwiches and keeping the shelves tidy and full;
she was always home by the time Maria returned from school, though.
Barrio Santa Rosa is not far from downtown Tucson; it is roughly bounded by W. 18th St. on the
north, S. Russell Ave. on the east, W. 22nd St. on the south, and S. 9th Ave. and S. Meyer Ave.
on the west.
It is on the National Register of Historic Places because of its rich mixture of architectural
styles.
Many of the houses, like the Alvarez family’s, are adobe dwellings in the traditional, regional
Sonoran style.
The Alvarez family are devout Catholics, and one year, as a surprise for Anna, Hector built a
shrine with a cement statue of the Virgin Mary in their side yard.
When Maria was young, she enjoyed
science and math.
She once won a second-place medal
at her sixth-grade science fair;
Hector and Anna were so proud
they hung it on the living room wall,
next to several photos of Maria.
Because the crime rate in the Barrio
fluctuated, Hector slept with a small
pistol by his bed.
Maria knew never to touch the gun,
but it made her feel safe to know it
was there and that her father was
Maria at work, checking an x-ray (photo courtesy of dusanpetkovic)
willing to protect her.
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The house in the Barrio Santa Rosa where Maria grew up (photo courtesy of gnagel)

• When Maria was 15, she had a large party called a quinceañera, a tradition meant to mark her
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passage from childhood to adulthood.
Maria’s high school guidance counselor suggested that because of her continued love of science
and math, nursing might be a good profession for her.
With the help of a generous scholarship, Maria attended the Arizona College of Nursing.
Thanks to the accelerated program there, she earned her BSN in three years.
While she enjoyed courses like Fundamentals of Biology and Global Health, she was happy to
move on to the hands-on, practical part of her studies.
Maria thought about becoming a pediatric nurse because she loved children but ultimately
decided she preferred the excitement of the emergency room.
When she was in her final semester of college, Maria met a fellow nursing student named Peter.
Although her parents disapproved of the fact that Peter was not Catholic, and they thought
nursing was not a suitable profession for a man, Maria defied them and began dating him.
In 2010, after they both graduated, the couple married.
They moved to a condo in downtown Tucson, near the hospital where they had both found
work.

Life at Work
• Maria Alvarez asked to be assigned to the emergency room. She enjoyed the rush of adrenalin
she got when she heard an ambulance pulling into a bay outside.

• Sometimes victims of gun violence were rushed in on gurneys.
• Maria thought that it was a shame that all gun owners were not as careful and responsible as her
father.
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• She didn’t think about gun control a lot, but when she did, she decided it was a matter of
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personal responsibility and not a matter for the government to legislate.
Maria was on duty on January 8, 2011 when she heard a commotion erupt in the breakroom,
where some of her colleagues were watching television.
They had seen on the news that a congresswoman and several people who had gathered to hear
her speak outside a local supermarket had been shot.
Because the supermarket was not far from the hospital, they knew at least some of the victims
would be brought to their emergency room.
Shortly after the news aired, ambulances began arriving.
The first ambulance held an injured nine-year-old girl who aspired to be a politician and
considered the congresswoman a role model.
Although ER doctors and nurses, including Maria, leapt into action, the girl died of her injuries.
Newspapers covering the tragedy all mentioned that the girl loved sports and dancing and had
been born on 9/11.
A team of Maria’s colleagues took care of the congresswoman, who had been given first aide at
the scene by her assistant.
They performed emergency surgery to extract skull fragments from her brain and placed her in
an induced coma so that she could heal.
She breathed with the help of a respirator.
President Barack Obama visited the hospital on January 12, and Maria got to shake his hand.
On January 21, after undergoing further surgery to fix her eye socket, the Congresswoman was
flown to Houston to start physical therapy.
Maria was surprised to see that the road leading from the hospital to the airport was lined with
people who had come to wish the Congresswoman good luck.

Maria as a teen working on a science experiment (photo courtesy of svetikd)
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• Many of them held signs demanding stronger gun control or calling for the death penalty for the
•
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gunman.
The gunman had been detained by bystanders after the shooting and quickly arrested by police.
He was charged with attempting to assassinate a member of Congress, along with several other
federal offenses.
He accepted a plea bargain to avoid the death penalty.
Maria often thought about the murdered nine-year-old girl and the other victims.
She heard from other nurses about how brave and determined the Congresswoman was during
her difficult recovery, and she admired that.
Maria began thinking that it should not be so easy for people to buy guns. Whenever she voted,
she always chose politicians who believed in strong gun control.

Life in the Community: Tucson, Arizona
• In 2011, Tucson was home to about a half-million people. (The population would almost double
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•
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over the next five years.)
About 43 percent of them identified as Hispanic or Latino.
Only about five percent were Black, while only a bit over three percent were Asian.
More than a quarter, like Maria’s father, were military veterans.
A third spoke languages other than English at home.
The median household income was slightly less than $47,000 a year, lower than the national
median of $50,000.
The U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (ACS) report on poverty ranked the
Tucson Metro area as the sixth-poorest large metro area in the nation with an overall poverty
rate of 20.4 percent.
Tucson is surrounded by small mountain ranges.
It regularly appears on lists of cities with the best air quality.
The University of Arizona is located in Tucson, and residents are very proud of its Wildcats
football team.
Tucson’s proximity to Mexico and
its many Hispanic residents
means that the city is known for
having excellent Mexican cuisine.
Summer days in Tucson routinely
reach 90 degrees and hotter.
Tucson hosts one of the largest
annual book festivals in the
country.
Although Arizona is relatively
conservative, and state politics
are usually dominated by
Republicans, residents of Tucson
Downtown Tucson, Arizona (photo courtesy of DenisTangneyJr)
are slightly more liberal than
those in the rest of the state.

2011: Iraq War Soldier in Rural Kentucky
Retired U.S. Army soldier Kyle Wade Tyler served one tour in Afghanistan and two in Iraq.
Now back in his hometown in Elliot County, he lives with his wife and two daughters, and
works in his father’s car sales business.

Life at Home
• Kyle Wade Tyler was born on November 12, 1982, in Elliott County, Kentucky.
• Both of Kyle’s parents had been in the Army. His mom, Robin, spent four years in the Army as a
•
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dental hygienist.
His dad, John Tyler, enlisted and served for two tours in Vietnam: 1966-1967 with the 7th
Cavalry, and 1967-1968 with the 101st Airborne.
Kyle joined the Army in March 2001; “I knew pretty much from the git-go I was going to join,”
he said. “My whole life it was my dream when I grew up.”
He was home on leave on September 11, 2001, when terrorists hijacked jets and flew them into
the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C.
He knew he would be in action now.
Kyle was in the 505th Regiment, one of the most deployed units in the Army.
It was the only unit of the 82nd Airborne deployed in the first Gulf War in 1990-1991.
The 505th Regiment made four combat jumps in World War II and was part of the U.S.
invasions of Grenada in 1983 and Panama in 1989.
It was also deployed to Kuwait and Iraq in 1991 as part of Operation Desert Storm.
Kyle’s first deployment was to Afghanistan from January to October 2003.
Six months earlier, he married Bristol, a girl from his hometown.
During his deployments, she stayed
with her parents in Wisconsin.
Kyle was sent to a primitive camp in
the mountains on the AfghanistanPakistan border, where fewer than 200
soldiers lived in tents and rotated
duty manning four observation posts.
Their chow hall was a trailer, and they
burned all of their trash and other
waste—all of it.
Burning waste from the latrines was
accomplished by mixing a stew of
latrine waste, diesel oil, and gasoline; Kyle stationed in Iraq in 2007 (photo courtesy of zabelin)
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The Kentucky hillside where Kyle grew up (photo courtesy of alexeys)
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to burn the entire contents, Kyle and other soldiers stood by to occasionally stir the pot with an
old shovel handle.
The observation posts were about one to four miles from the base, with each manned by a team
of six to 10 soldiers who had to carry all of the food, water, ammunition, and other supplies
needed to maintain themselves for their week-long rotation at the observation post.
Each man carried 100 to 150 pounds of gear.
“We lived off of whatever we could carry up there,” Kyle said.
The elevation was high, and it took soldiers a while to adjust to the lower oxygen content of the
air.
Kyle’s first assignment was to man the closest observation post.
It took his team about three hours to hike the one mile uphill to the post; after getting used to
the altitude, his team did the same climb in about 45 minutes.
They had no close contact with the enemy: “We got rocketed every day or every other day,”
Kyle recalled.
He had hardly been back home four months when his unit was called up to go to Iraq because a
National Guard unit out of California wasn’t ready.
“We weren’t even supposed to be deployed,” Kyle explained. “We found out on the news.”
He was deployed to Iraq from January to July 2004.
His unit was assigned to Forward Operating Base Kalsu, built in May 2003 near Iskandariya, 20
miles south of Baghdad.
The base was named after Bob Kalsu, a football player for the University of Oklahoma and the
Buffalo Bills, who was killed when his unit came under mortar fire in Vietnam.
Three soldiers from Kyle’s unit were killed by a roadside bomb on January 27 near Fallujah,
about 50 miles west of Baghdad.
Another bombing on February 4 killed another soldier.
Kyle was back at Fort Bragg when his first son, Thomas, was born in July 2004.
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• In March 2006, he was promoted to Staff Sergeant (E6).
• Soon afterward, he learned he was being deployed again to Iraq.
• From August 2006 to October 2007, he was at Forward Operating Base Brassfield-Mora, named
•
•
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•
•

for Army Specialists Artimus Brassfield and Jose Mora, who were killed in separate mortar
attacks in October 2003.
The base housed a battalion, or about 1,500 troops, and was located about 84 miles north of the
Iraqi capital of Baghdad and six miles north of Samarra, a city of about 350,000 people.
Samarra is a key city in Salahuddin province, a major part of the so-called Sunni Triangle where
insurgents were active during the Iraq War.
Samarra has several holy sites for Shia Muslims, who constitute the majority of Iraq’s population
but who are a minority in Samarra.
Terrorist groups, who considered themselves allied with Sunni Muslims, attacked Shiites and
their shrines.
Sunnis bombed one of the holy sites, the al-Askari Mosque, on February 22, 2006, destroying its
landmark golden dome and setting off a chain of violence across Iraq that claimed hundreds of
lives.
Kyle’s unit arrived in the Samarra area six months after that bombing.
Conditions had worsened in Iraq, and Kyle knew this would be harder than his last two
deployments.
“Every deployment I went on progressed,” he said. “My first tour to Iraq, we were rolling around
with no doors on the Humvees. The IED threat just wasn’t really there. By the time I went back,
they had the Generation 4 up-armored Humvees. When you closed the door, it sounded like a
vault closing behind you.”

Kyle leaving home for his first deployment in 2001 (photo courtesy of Pekic)
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• He continued, “I lived it a day at a time and kept my mind focused on the mission. I didn’t want
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to have my mind somewhere else when I was supposed to be doing something. I just wanted to
bring all my guys back in one piece.”
As staff sergeant, he was third in command in his platoon, outranked by the platoon sergeant
and the lieutenant.
Kyle often commanded Quick Reaction Force missions that were a few minutes to an hour away
from the base.
When a roadside bomb went off, their job was to rescue vehicles and gather information from
locals, Iraqi police, or U.S. troops on the scene.
They also provided security for an explosive ordnance disposal team of three Navy specialists.
Brassfield-Mora was along a main supply route, so the Quick Reaction Force was called out
frequently.
In April 2007, Kyle was called on to respond to a roadside bomb that had destroyed an armored
vehicle and injured three soldiers in the 2nd Platoon who were hit about five to 10 miles north
of the base along the main supply route.
A good friend of his was among the wounded; he was the truck commander sitting in the
passenger seat—the same position Kyle sat.
Kyle was in command of 16 men in four gun trucks—up-armored Humvees.
On the way out to the scene, his truck was struck three times by roadside bombs.
“Of course, we just drove through them,” he said. “We didn’t stop.”
“Once it happens, your adrenaline kicks in,” he explained. “If it’s not that close, the truck will
rock a little bit, and you blow right through it. Or you hear a bunch of dirt and shrapnel hit the
side of the truck.”
When Kyle’s unit arrived, they saw that the bomb had blown off the front half of the armored
vehicle.
Investigators later determined the bomb was fashioned from three 155 mm artillery rounds.
Two of the three troops were medevaced out; the third was manning a 50-caliber machine gun
atop the Humvee.
“The gunner refused to get out from behind his 50-caliber until the other two were medevaced
out,” Kyle said. “The gunner had scratches, bruises, and a couple of cuts.”
After the two soldiers were evacuated, the rest of the platoon moved into security positions.
Kyle’s unit moved in to support them: “We started to go through the surrounding houses,” he
said. “We didn’t find the trigger man.”
Kyle didn’t know it at the time, but he had suffered a blast concussion on the way out.
He just kept on.
Kyle received a medal of valor for his performance.
The paperwork accompanying the medal said, “Tyler’s quick reactions without regard for his
own safety directly resulted in the elimination of the enemy with no loss of coalition forces.”

Life at Work
•
•
•
•
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By the time Kyle Tyler left Iraq, he had been exposed to eight roadside bomb blasts.
He still wanted to make the Army a career, but he knew the deployments were taking a toll.
Kyle returned to civilian life in 2010.
Although much has been written about soldiers having difficulties returning to civilian life, Kyle
adjusted well, despite his heavy combat experience.

