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1. Introduction: Contest Rules in 2018 

Since 2014, we at RCLA have been directing the Rachel 
Carson Intergenerational Sense of Wonder/Sense of the 
Wild Contest and continue to regard it as a worthwhile 
way to honor this great American’s legacy.

Winning entries submitted especially by young team 
members in the form of poetry or prose have aptly dem-
onstrated these writers’ appreciation for nature’s won-
ders. Further, the written format seems a fitting way to 
approach our Contest goals. Thus in 2018 we are limiting 
the Contest submission categories to those containing 
written options: a poem or an essay either as a stand-
alone entry or combined with a photograph (four choices 
total).  Each format option can be combined with one of 
the two theme options, resulting in eight possible choices 
for a Contest entry.

2. 2018 Contest Goals 

Our goals for the 2018 Contest reflect the Carson legacy 
and revolve around two themes: “Sense of Wonder” and 
“Sense of Wonder/Sense of the Wild.”  The themes are dis-
cussed below.

2-A. The “Sense of Wonder” theme encourages people of 
different generations to have a positive, outdoor, nature-
centered experience and then as a team to produce an 
entry (poem or essay) portraying the experience and de-
scribing their responses to it.

Why outdoors? Rachel Carson in her book The Sense 
of Wonder described how time spent in nature can con-
tribute to the health and well-being of individuals. 
More recently, researchers have measured positive 
health effects from nature experiences. (footnote #1)  
Behavioral scientists report that teen depression can 
be reduced when young people spend time in green 
and growing natural areas. (footnote #2)  Nature ex-
periences can lead us “…to act more generously and 
ethically, [and to] think more critically when encoun-
tering persuasive stimuli, like arguments or adver-
tisements.” (footnote #3)

Why write about the nature experience? Portraying 
the wonder found in nature requires a focus on the 
positive, immediate effects it can have on our senses 
(sound, sight, smell, touch) during the experience, 
and where possible on implications for future atti-
tudes about the environment that result from it. This 
encourages mindfulness in identifying our percep-

tions of nature’s wonders, combined with the com-
munication skills needed, to convey the feelings 
arising from the experience. Mindfulness and com-
munication skills are valuable assets in today’s world. 

2-B. The “Sense of Wonder/Sense of the Wild” theme en-
courages an expanded focus beyond nature’s beauty and 
wonders, to include the beneficial ecosystem services 
from wild nature that help to sustain us.

Why? Today we face the danger of losing many eco-
system services that enhance our way of life or pro-
vide basic, life-sustaining services. (footnote #4)  In 
the past, these services have come from ecosystems 
(composed of wild plants, animals, and microbes) 
making up the earth’s biosphere.  Recently, many 
ecosystems have become impoverished by natural 
habitat degradation, loss of wild species, and toxic 
contamination.  Many are no longer able to main-
tain these essential services at levels adequate for 
sustaining our human societies. Restoring ecosys-
tems to health starts with greater public interest in, 
support of, and knowledge about the living world 
around us. Once the potential benefits from func-
tioning ecosystems become more widely known, we 
believe an informed public will insist that our leaders 
give environmental protection the highest priority.

As Professor Jared Diamond observed, “The environment 
is not a luxury…it is a necessity.”  As Caroline Fraser noted: 
“The species we…share space with are indispensable…
Without them the attainments we take for granted – ag-
riculture, medicine, our tenuous security on this planet – 
fall away.” (Fraser, Caroline, Rewilding the World, 2009)  

Footnote #1: (Bratman, G., Daily, G., et al, “The benefits of nature experience: 
Improved affect and cognition,” Landscape and Urban Planning, June 2015).

Footnote #2: Data on decreasing depression in teens by exposure to natural 
areas: (Bezold, C., et al, “The Association between Natural Environments and 
Depressive Symptoms in Adolescents Living in the U.S.,” J. of Adolescent Health, 
2017).
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Footnote #3: (Abrahamson, J., “The Science of Awe,” Sierra [Magazine], Nov/Dec, 
2014).

Footnote #4: Scientists tell us that protection of biodiversity and the establish-
ment of parks and nature preservation areas are worthy goals but more must 
be done to meet our present and future needs. There must be recognition that 
the physical, chemical, and biotic integrity of the biosphere are at issue and 
the biosphere’s “preservation must be seen as a call to arms because civilization 
[itself ] hangs in the balance.” (Woodwell, G.M., 2016 A World To Live In, p, 133).

3.  Inspiration for the Contest

This Contest is inspired by Rach el Carson’s writings, in 
particular her book The Sense of Wonder and the last chap-
ter, “The Other Road,” from her book Silent Spring. In the 
Sense of Wonder (a short, easy read – recommended for 
all adults), Rachel Carson shares her own appreciation for 
nature and her belief that all people have within them the 
potential for appreciating and drawing inspiration from 
the beauty of nature.  She also notes that people from dif-
ferent generations can benefit from sharing experiences 
of nature’s wonders.

In “The Other Road,” as well as in other parts of Silent 
Spring, Rachel Carson writes about the benefits from 
nature’s services. These services work best when plants 
and animals exist in healthy wild areas (such as a forest, 
a stream, or a meadow). Rachel Carson writes that bees 
depend on such weeds as goldenrod, mustard, and dan-
delions for pollen as food for their young. She writes also 
that beneficial insects, such as dragonflies and lady bugs, 
along with spiders can serve as our allies by helping to 
control pest insects such as mosquitoes, aphids, and bit-
ing flies.

4.  Contest Themes

This contest is divided into two themes. Choose One.

 A.  Sense of Wonder

Entries in this theme will express the sense of wonder from 
nature that team members share as the result of a beauti-
ful, fun, or exciting experience. The sense of wonder can 
be found as close by as one’s backyard or as distant as the 
night sky. It can include the sound of wind, the call of a 
bird, or the chorus of wood frogs. It can be the smell of 
a pine woods, the scent of lavender, or the aroma from a 
mint leaf crushed between your fingers. When we teach 
our eyes, ears, and other senses to focus on the wonders 
of nature, we open ourselves up to delightful discoveries 
all around us.

References:

1.  The Sense of Wonder, by Rachel Carson, 1965.

 B.  Sense of Wonder/Sense of the Wild

Entries in this theme will reflect Rachel Carson’s message 
about the positive value of wild plants and animals in their 

natural settings – due in part to the services they provide 
for humans and other inhabitants of our planet. These ac-
tivities make possible survival of their species as well as 
ours. Details about the number and types of nature’s ser-
vices have increased from Carson’s day, as scientists learn 
more about the ways in which wildlife are valuable to us. 
Here are a few examples:

•  Dragonflies help control mosquito populations.

•  Oak trees support more than 500 species of butterflies 
and moths, the caterpillars of which can serve as food for 
migratory birds and their young.

•  Oysters in the Chesapeake Bay and elsewhere can help 
keep the water clear – if large numbers are not dredged 
up for food. (Taking unlimited quantities of oysters for 
the marketplace, as opposed to retaining them in the 
Bay to clean the water, is a choice facing regulators and 
legislators.)

•  Wild bees can be important pollinators of crops such as 
apples, cherries, plums, almonds, blueberries, and al-
falfa. Most of these bees do not live in colonies but are 
solitary, living in the ground, in tree cavities, or in hollow 
plant stems.

•  Plants can produce food for bees, beneficial insects, 
birds, and ourselves if they have healthy soil, clean water, 
favorable climate, fresh air, and sunlight.

Wildlife working in ecosystems help to generate most of 
these conditions. Humans and all living things benefit 
from the work of wildlife.

Expressing this Sense of Wonder/Sense of the Wild theme 
starts with a positive nature “wonder” experience.  It then 
calls for investigation of a particular constituent of that ex-
perience (such as a bird species, a tree species, an insect 
group, a fish species, or a forest, stream, river, or prairie) for 
its capacity to generate services. The resulting entry is fo-
cused on the contributions to human society that are made 
by a wild subject existing in its healthy, natural, ecological 
habitat. Once awareness of the potential benefits from wild 
populations in healthy ecosystems becomes more wide-
spread, greater support for their protection will result.
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5.  Contest Categories Choose One

For each of the two themes given above, choose one of 
these four possible categories: Essay, Poem, Essay with 
Photograph, Poem with Photograph.

 A.   Essay: The maximum length is 500 words or  
2 pages.

 B.   Poem: The maximum length is 500 words or  
2 pages.

 C.  Essay with Photograph:  Maximum essay length 
of 500 words; no size limit for the photograph but please 
send one photo per team. Send your photo entry elec-
tronically as a .JPG file, minimum 300 ppi, size: 100%,  
attached to an e-mail to: rachelcarsonlandmark@verizon.
net.  All work must be original and the photographer must 
be identified.

 D.  Poem with Photograph: Maximum poem length 
of 500 words; no size limit for the photograph but please 
send one photo per team. Send your photo entry elec-
tronically as a .JPG file, minimum 300 ppi, size: 100%, at-
tached to an e-mail to: rachelcarsonlandmark@verizon.
net.  All work must be original and the photographer 
must be identified.

6.  Intergenerational Team Members (Contestants)

Entries must be submitted by an intergenerational team 
of two or more people who are not from the same genera-
tion – a younger person and an older person. Team mem-
bers can be relatives or not.  Ages of all contestants must 
be listed on the Official 2018 Entry Form. Team members 
can be from the U.S. or from outside the U.S. Entries must 
be accompanied by the Official 2018 Entry Form.

Team members of winning entries listed on the RCLA web 
site will be identified only by first names and ages (op-
tional). The team will retain rights to use the submission 
for other purposes.

7. Criteria for Judging Entries

The criteria on which the entries will be judged include:

•  The ability to capture a Sense of Wonder or a Sense 
of Wonder/Sense of the Wild.

•  How the intergenerational team planned and car-
ried out the project.

•  How having people from different generations made 
the project special. 

•  How the creative project brought the team in touch 
with the natural world.  

General comments for poetry entrants: Poetry is a won-
derful vehicle for enacting Rachel Carson’s “sense of won-
der,” as poems are a kind of discovery. The most exciting 
entries are the ones that take the reader along on this jour-
ney, evoking the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and feel-
ings encountered on the way, rather than relying on direct 
statements to convey “wonder.”  Imagery is the engine that 
drives poetry and makes reading a poem a memorable 
experience.  The intergenerational component of this con-
test is another exciting aspect.  The most successful teams 
tend to be those who venture out together.

8.  What Winners Receive

Winners will receive a certificate from RCLA.  Their first 
names and ages (optional) along with the title of their 
winning entry will be posted on the RCLA web site. A 
portion or all of the winning entry may be posted on the 
RCLA web site.

9.  Submitting Contest Entries

Submit your entries via email to

rachelcarsonlandmark@verizon.net or send via U.S. mail 
to:

RCLA/Rachel Carson House 
11701 Berwick Road 

Silver Spring MD 20904

Along with your entry, please include the Official 2018  
Entry Form; click here for the entry form.  We will acknowl-
edge receipt of your entry.

10.  Deadline for Receiving Contest Entries

The deadline for receipt of entries is November 16, 2018.

11.  Obtaining Official Entry Forms

Click here for the Official Entry Form.

12.  How Contest Winners Are Announced

Winners will be notified in a timely fashion. Announce-
ment on RCLA’s web site will follow.



13.  About Rachel Carson

Rachel Carson (1907-1964) is 
considered one of America’s 
most influential authors. She 
wrote three books about marine 
biology, two of which, The Sea 
Around Us and The Edge of the 
Sea, were best sellers. Her fourth 
book, the splendid, ground-
breaking Silent Spring (1962), 
documented threats to the en-
vironment and human health 
from use of chemical pesticides 

– at a time when many Americans regarded them as harm-
less technological miracles. Silent Spring had a profound 
effect on the public’s attitude about pesticides. The found-
ing of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (1970) 
and the passage of environmental laws in the decade fol-
lowing Carson’s death are attributed in large part to the 
impact on society of this eloquent woman’s works.

14.  History of the Contest

The Contest originated with the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (USEPA) along with several partner organi-
zations. It was conducted for 7 years primarily by the USE-
PA, through their web site, by Kathy Sykes. In December 
2013, the USEPA suspended the Contest, and starting in 
2014 the Contest came under the sponsorship of the Ra-
chel Carson Landmark Alliance.

15.  Checklist for Contest Entries 

þ	Choose your intergenerational team member(s).

þ	With your team, choose your preferred theme.

þ	With your team, choose your preferred category; de-
cide on a format – poem, essay, poem with photo-
graph, or essay with photograph.

þ	Set out to experience your team’s wonder from nature 
– whichever of the two themes you choose (Sense of 
Wonder or Sense of Wonder/Sense of the Wild).

þ	Prepare your entry by writing up your sense of won-
der experience or by writing up the results of your re-
search on the beneficial services of a special animal, 
plant, area, or ecosystem.

þ	After your written entry is complete and has a title, fill 
out the Contest entry form.

þ	Send your Contest entry to RCLA by November 16, 
2018. If a photograph is part of your entry, be sure to 
include it.

Goals for Those who Enter Our Contest in 2018

More time spent outdoors enjoying nature – resulting in im-
proved overall physical and mental health.

Sharpening the ability to focus on a specific positive outdoor 
experience combined with using communication skills to con-
vey what is observed and felt – valuable assets in today’s world.

Increased awareness of and appreciation for how healthy eco-
systems provide life-sustaining services – leading individuals to 
develop a higher regard for the environment and to act in ways 
that protect it for ourselves and future generations.

 11701 BERWICK ROAD
SILVER SPRING MD 20904 - 2767

(301) 593-4900
rachelcarsonlandmark@verizon.net

www.rachelcarsonlandmarkalliance.org


