
$129 a day in the case of one program in Ann
Arbor — or run just a few hours a few days per
week. The programs are concentrated in
wealthier communities.

Still, education leaders, researchers and

“When there’s a naturalized play

space, you see less aggressive

behavior and more pro-social

behavior.”
Julia Torquati
Professor of childhood development at the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln

The preschoolers are dressed as winter
hikers, wearing water-resistant bib snow
pants, wool socks and pastel hats that ob-
scure their ears. They sink into the snow, roll
it into balls and find icicles without noticing
the cold.

The late January afternoon is ahead of
them and they have no immediate plans to
walk through a door frame or stand inside an
enclosed space. They will listen for birds
chirping, write letters in the snow and ponder
whether a squirrel created a pattern of shal-
low divots in the snow. 

At Farmington Hills’ nature preschool in
Heritage Park, students are promised an im-
mersive experience in the 211-acre park. This
school year is the first for the program, cre-
ated after the city noticed parents clamoring
for more early childhood education in an out-
door setting.

Becky Christlieb, mother of 4-year-old
Georgia, said she has noticed her daughter is
“a lot more resilient” from attending nature
preschool a few days a week. 

In nature preschool, sometimes referred to
as outdoor school or forest school, students
learn without walls. In this concept that be-
gan in Europe, educators let nature guide les-
sons. In Farmington Hills, that means hikes
are halted to look at animal tracks or take no-
tice of webs of poison ivy clinging to a tree.

The number of nature preschool programs
in the U.S. has increased from 275 in 2017 to
an estimated 585 in 2020, according to the
Natural Start Alliance, an organization that
seeks to incorporate nature in education set-
tings. The organization estimates 10-20 pro-
grams in Michigan alone. 

Some programs scattered across the state
are accessible to families through state fund-
ing. But many are expensive — as much as

parents are hopeful that nature programs can
be accessible to all. 

Erin Johnson, a mother and home-schooler
in Detroit, has created Urban Forest School, an
outdoor program in partnership with Black to
the Land Coalition, that meets about once a
month in and around Detroit, engaging chil-
dren with different outdoor environments. 

Johnson wants Black children to build
strong relationships with the environment.
People of color have been historically excluded
from outdoor spaces.

“We are building here in Detroit a forest
school community and it’s really beautiful to
witness,” she said. “Detroit, obviously, has a
long, storied history of African-centered edu-

Jack O’Reilly, left, and Senna Smith, right, play in the snow as assistant preschool instructor Tralee Stack prepares a backpack before the
start of the Heritage Park Nature Preschool at Heritage Park in Farmington Hills on Jan. 30. PHOTOS BY RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Nature preschools on the rise in
Michigan — but not accessible to all

Stack shows children a box turtle named Raphael after taking part in a hike through the
wooded trail during Heritage Park Nature Preschool.

Lily Altavena
Detroit Free Press |  USA TODAY NETWORK

See NATURE PRESCHOOL, Page 6A
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Amid the first presidential runoff in UAW
history, contention has arisen over campaign
finance between the two candidates over who
their donors are and what their money means.

Shawn Fain is trying to oust current UAW
president Ray Curry. Both Fain and Curry have
accepted campaign contributions as individ-

ual candidates, as well as part of
slates UAW Members United
and Curry Solidarity Team, re-
spectively. But Curry, who is
only accepting donations from
UAW members, has taken issue
with Fain accepting donations
from anyone and not disclosing
those names to the membership. 

Both men are running as candidates who
tout transparency. After the Fain campaign re-
ceived big donations from non-UAW members,
the Curry campaign questioned the source of
donations in a manner that triggered limited

disclosure.
On Feb. 9, Fain’s slate, UAW

Members United, tweeted from
@uawmembers, “Response to
the Curry Team’s Attack on Our
Supporters: The $30,000 dona-
tion is from Christopher Mark, a
former mine worker and mem-

ber of the United Mine Workers of America
(UMWA), who now works as an award-winning
government mine safety engineer. We have
been deeply moved by his generosity and are
grateful for his support for the causes of worker
safety and reform in the UAW.” 

Later, the Fain campaign retweeted the
message above with this statement, “The Cur-
ry Team’s latest tactic is to try to scare the
membership with misinformation about our
largest donor. Well, we are proud to have his
support!”

When the Detroit Free Press reached out to
the Fain campaign to discuss the $30,000 do-
nation, campaign manager Nathan Pensler de-
clined to discuss why a retired mine worker
would donate the largest amount to a UAW
candidate other than to say it reflects a passion 

Curry decries outside money
in UAW presidential runoff

Phoebe Wall Howard
Detroit Free Press  | USA TODAY NETWORK

Fain Curry 

See UAW RUNOFF, Page 5A

Fain campaign names $30,000 donor 

In Antarctica she was bundled head to foot
including goggles and a face mask while run-
ning on snow-covered ice, yet still she man-
aged to run 26.2 miles. Yes, a marathon.

Within the same week in early February,
she did the same thing, again and again – in
South Africa, Australia, Dubai, Spain, Brazil
and finally Miami, Florida. She fell several
times on a rock-strewn hill near a village an
hour outside Madrid. That hurt her knees,
and one still ached after she returned to all-
night shifts last week as a nurse anesthetist
at Detroit’s DMC Sinai-Grace Hospital.

Yet, far outweighing that pain, said Jin
Zhu, 59, of Farmington Hills, has been the
thrill of notching a coveted “7-7-7.” That
means running seven marathons in seven
days on, no kidding, all seven world conti-
nents. Not many have done it. The World
Marathon Challenge is a show of athletic
prowess that’s improbably difficult and cost-
ly. Zhu’s husband and their two sons gave her
the globe-trotting vacation week as an early
60th birthday gift, for about $45,000, she
said.

“I feel like my body is fine. My knee is kind
of swollen and there’s still a little pain now.
But I have no muscles sore,” Zhu said. She
chuckled as she reminisced about her break-
neck week of marathons, shared with a dozen
women and two dozen men, along with med-
ical and race staff, who flew chartered planes
from continent to continent. 

Reached at her hospital job last week, and
with her knee sending twinges of pain, she
wasn’t ready to sign up for this October’s De-
troit Free Press International Marathon, al-
though she has fond memories of it from a
decade ago, as the first of many marathons
she has finished since. Still, Zhu didn’t rule it
out, and Free Press race officials said they’d
make a fuss over her if she returns to down-
town Detroit to run the race the newspaper
founded in 1978. Her knee needs rest and an
orthopedist’s exam, which she has sched-
uled, Zhu said.

“People came from 13 countries. Antarctica

Sore knee
the price of
astounding
7-7-7 feat
Runner finishes 7 marathons
in 7 days on 7 continents

Bill Laytner
Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

Jin Zhu, right, 59, of Farmington Hills, runs a
marathon in Antarctica, where the wind chill
was well below zero, as part of the World
Marathon Challenge.
PROVIDED BY WORLD MARATHON CHALLENGE

See MARATHONER, Page 8A
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for ethical leadership. 
“All of our donations come from individuals, including UAW

members, as well as non-UAW members who are friends, fam-
ily, and supporters of the labor movement,” Pensler said via
email. “We cannot provide a full list of contributors, as we
would need to individually contact all donors for their consent,
out of respect for their privacy and concerns about retaliation.
However, the campaign filings for each candidate have always
been viewable by each of the other candidates in the election,
per the UAW Monitor’s election rules.” 

Pensler declined to reveal why the campaign deleted the
tweet mentioning the $30,000 donation after a Free Press in-
quiry. 

The Fain campaign initially said it would not make Mark
available for comment. After the Free Press left a message on
Wednesday for Mark with his employer, which the Fain cam-
paign publicized in the now-deleted tweet, Pensler sent the Free
Press a statement written by Mark. 

Here is an excerpt of what he wrote: 
“Some have asked why someone who is not a UAW member

would do such a thing. I would like to explain.
“Almost 50 years ago I was an underground coal miner. I saw

first hand the dangers that miners faced in those days, from roof
falls, fires, explosions, and many others. I decided to try to do
something about it. I became a mine safety specialist, and my
entire career has been spent with four government mine safety
agencies.

“Working in the mines also made me passionate about the
labor movement. I was a member of the United Mineworkers of
America, which was a democratic, rank-and-file union that
stood up for its members every day. But it hadn’t always been
that way ... It took a rank-and-file insurgency, led by the Miners
For Democracy, to take the union back and make it great again. 

“The parallels with the recent history of the UAW are obvi-
ous. I feel honored to be able to do my little bit to help ... make
the same kinds of long-overdue changes at the UAW.”

Curry on Thursday criticized Fain for accepting the donation:
“People don’t just have $30,000 lying around to prove a point.
With all due respect, this is why outside money should not be
allowed in the UAW election process. ... I can say I’ve worked
hard to implement ethics changes to prevent this type of out-
side influence on UAW members.”

Campaign dollars are spent on expenses, including cam-
paign mailers and travel to union locals around the country.

A fight for the future 

Curry assumed the helm in 2021 after the retirement of Rory
Gamble, a man who guided the UAW through turmoil after two
of its previous presidents were convicted amid a corruption
scandal that also sent auto executives to prison. The stories of

betrayal have devastated members. Gamble was appointed dur-
ing 2019 contract negotiations with the Detroit Three and the
UAW board appointed Curry in 2021. 

Both are the first Black leaders in UAW history.
Fain portrays himself as a visionary who says he wants to

more aggressively lead the UAW because rank-and-file feel
abandoned. Curry, who points out that he has never been part of
any corruption issues, spotlights his extensive experience as a
negotiator who focuses on expanding union membership and
increasing benefits for current and retired employees. 

The Curry campaign provided the Free Press a letter it sent to
Fain dated Jan. 23, 2023 that expressed concern about the need
for financial transparency in the campaign to keep the union
free of potential outside influence.

“You have stated that you have accepted money from people
and outside entities that have never paid dues into our union.
UAW members deserve to know who they are,” the letter said.
“That’s why I am calling for you to disclose the names and dona-
tion amounts from non-UAW members, non-UAW entities in-
cluding corporations, non-profit organizations and outside po-
litical organizations that you have accepted since December 2,
2022.” 

Curry noted that the campaign disclosure forms reviewed by
the campaigns do not disclose donor relationships to the union
and UAW members deserve to know who is subsidizing cam-

paigns.
“Also, the Monitor has required that all candidates inform

donors that their information may be disclosed so there is no
issue of privacy,” Curry’s letter said, noting that his contribution
form asks for local union number and membership status. “Our
members deserve transparency.”

“I hope you will agree that our members deserve transpar-
ency and that you have nothing to hide by disclosing 

your outside donors,” the letter said. “Regardless of your an-
swer, starting today, our campaign will be releasing that infor-
mation to UAW members. We owe it to our membership to prac-
tice the transparency that we advocate.”

$12,000 mystery donor

While Pensler declined to provide the Free Press a full list of
top donors to Fain’s campaign, he did confirm a Free Press in-
quiry about the second largest donor that the campaign had not
publicized. Fain noted that the opposition had raised questions
publicly about the source of a $12,000 donation so Fain would
go ahead and acknowledge the donor.

“Our second largest donor is a retired social worker from Ver-
mont whose partner is a labor educator who believes in a
stronger and more democratic labor movement,” Pensler told
the Free Press.

Pensler said the donors faced threat of union retaliation if
their names are shared publicly. However, the Free Press noted
that the two of the biggest donors to Fain were not UAW mem-
bers who could actually face retaliation. 

Pensler said the campaign is doing what’s required under the
rules of the federal monitor appointed to oversee the election
process as part of the overall post-corruption rebuild. 

Keeping non-UAW donors a secret

Neither the news media nor the public are automatically
granted access to the UAW campaign filings. They’re revealed
only to candidate campaigns via the federal monitor.

Meanwhile, the Curry campaign, led by Megan Brown, did
provide information on his campaign from Aug. 31, 2022
through Jan. 31, 2023. Curry declined to accept donations from
outside the UAW and encouraged Fain to do the same. The Curry
campaign said its contributions came from members in 162
UAW locals and all nine UAW regions nationally.

In addition, the Curry campaign revealed: 
h Former UAW President Ron Gettelfinger of Kentucky, who

retired in 2010, and Rick Isaacson, a retired UAW local leader
from Michigan, were the two top donors with $3,000 apiece

h 273 donors 
h $187.13 average donation
h $100 most common donation
h $59,321 raised total
Candidates have urged UAW voters to return their ballots by

Feb. 17 so they arrive in time for the Feb. 28 deadline in this run-
off as part of the union’s first direct vote election to a four-year
term.

UAW runoff
Continued from Page 4A

This is a screen capture of a message the UAW Members
United tweeted on Feb. 9. It since has been deleted. A
campaign manager for Shawn Fain did not say why it was
deleted. PROVIDED BY CURRY SOLIDARITY TEAM


