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Lessons to Learn: Thinking Like a Mountain 

Cristy Brown 

sis has been placed on teaching students what to think 
rather than how to think. Facts are important when it comes 
to physical sciences or history but on more complex sub- 
jects, i.e., ecology, facts alone just don't cut it. The ability to 
reason among various alternatives must be learned. It is 
important for youth to learn to make decisions and focus on 
the big picture. Both of these abilities can be accomplished 
by honing in on critical thinking skills. The Bobwhite 
Brigade recognizes "critical thinking" as the basis of teach- 
ing teens to "think like a mountain". Why is hunting OK? 
Why is predator control good? Why is conservation better 
than preservation? 

Hatched in 1992 under the wing of Dr. Dale Rollins, the 
Bobwhite Brigade is a week-long intensive training for 
youth on the habitat and management of the bobwhite 
quail. In addition to quail management, cadets learn valu- 
able media and leadership skills and, at every opportunity, 
critical thinking skills. The reasoning behind all the empha- 

Only the mountain has lived long enough to listen 
objectively to the howl of the wolf — 

Aldo Leopold, 
"Father" of Wildlife Management 

Is hunting OK? 
Is predator control good or bad? 
Is "conservation" better than "preservation"? 
In traditional learning environments these questions 

would be answered, but only with: "yes, hunting is OK", 
"predator control is good", and "conservation is better than 
preservation". There can be another combination of 
answers, but no matter what answers are taught, there is 
one question that typically is not answered and that is 
"Why?". 

Since my high school graduation I have been rather sur- 
prised. I realized that in many of my classes more empha- 

Cristy Brown (pointing) instructs a group of 4H students in radio 
telemetry at the Elephant Mountain Wildlife Management Area 
near Alpine, Tex. during a recent Trans-Pecos Wildlife Camp. 

Cristy Brown (right) explains the importance of croton as a quail 
food plant to Lacey Parker at the 1st Battalion of the East Texas 
Bobwhite Brigade. Each "covey" of cadets is required to submit a 
plant collection as part of their assignment. 
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sis on critical thinking is that today's youth are experience 
poor. 'The lack of experience [in today's youth] provides a 
poor foundation for critical thinking skills" according to Dr. 
Ron Howard, Ext. 4-H Specialist. I began pouring my foun- 
dation for critical thinking three years ago through working 
with the Brigade. The Bobwhite Brigade's motto is Tell me I 
forget; Show me I remember; Involve me and I understand. 
Gaining this experience is a progression. As a cadet, I had 
fun participating in all the field exercises at camp. As an 
assistant "covey" leader, I worked to help the new cadets 
gain the most from their Brigade experiences. As an 
instructor, I realized that my past experiences had provided 
a strong foundation for critical thinking skills. 

Through my involvement with the Brigade I have been 
asked many questions. Probably the most frequent query 
is, "Why spend a week studying one bird?". An answer I 
like to give refers to one of the field exercises at camp. 
Penned the "Dummy Nest Appraisal", cadets break into 
their "coveys", i.e., study groups, and set off on a pseudo- 
treasure hunt to find twelve simulated quail nests. With their 
treasure map in hand, the cadets discover one nest after 
another destroyed by varmints. Each time they must stop 
and try to identify what predator destroyed their nest of 
chicken eggs. At the first two or three nests, cadets are 
usually pretty hesitant to come to any conclusions, but as 
they progress they learn to look at egg shell fragments, dis- 
tance of egg dispersal, and even tracks in the dirt. The abil- 
ity of a high school student to look at evidence and arrive at 
an educated conclusion is something that is not "just about 
one bird". These thought processes of being able to look at 
evidence and draw an educated conclusion can be com- 
pared to the scientific method. Once the method is learned, 
it can be applied to any type of problem solving. 

Critical thinking is not limited only to the field exercises. 
Everyday there is some type of critical thinking exercise, 
whether it be a seemingly simple exercise like: 

how many squares do you see in the figure below? 

(Yes / do say seemingly simple because there are at 
least 30 squares in that picture!) 

Or one that is more difficult like distinguishing a 
cause/effect relationship versus two factors that may be 
only correlated. 
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This graph is based on actual data take from a 1991 article by Dr. 
Lenny Brennan at the University of Florida. The bobwhite trend is 
established from "Christmas Bird Counts" that have been conducted 
for many years. Examine this graph and describe the relationship 
between bobwhite abundance and "Factor A". 

What do you think "Factor A" really is? 
(a) raccoon numbers 
(b) hunting license sales 
(C) rabies cases 
(d) Quail Unlimited membership figures 

(Despite what it may look like, Factor A doesn't affect the 
quail population. Factor A is not the raccoon population but 
the number of Quail Unlimited members! The two are 
jId, but there is no "cause/effect" relationship.) 

Cristy Brown (left) and Dayna Carter use their puppet "Dale the 
Quail" to explain the importance of forbs for quail. Cadets are 
required to give at least three educational programs upon comple- 
tion of the Bobwhite Brigade. 
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Cadets get experience in critical thinking at all levels. At 
camp it would not be unusual to have breakfast interrupted 
with a "silver bullet", "My name is Cristy Brown and my sil- 
ver bullet is: Never tell someone how to do something. Tell 
them what to do and they will surprise you with their inge- 
nuity. That was said General George S. Patton and what 
this means is... 

Sir Isaac Newton was a master of critical thinking. That is 
evident from his three laws of motion. At the Bobwhite 
Brigade, cadets challenged his very popular third law that 
states: For every action there is an equal and opposite 
reaction. For Sir Isaac's world of laboratories and experi- 
ments this law worked without a hitch, but when dealing 
with wildlife this is not always the case. During a session on 
habitat appraisal, it was easy to see that if there was not 
sufficient ground cover many things would be affected. 
There would be massive erosion problems, no vegetation 
for livestock to graze, and no screening cover for quail. The 
revised law for wildlife should read: For every action there 
are many reactions. The ability to think critically opens 
one's eyes to more of these reactions. 

The Bobwhite Brigade isn't the only youth camp recogniz- 
ing the necessity of critical thinking. I was able to assist at 
the Trans Pecos 4-H wildlife camp this summer in Alpine. 
This camp approaches critical thinking skills by way of role 
playing and a mock trial. The trial centers around some 
type of controversial issue that strikes a few emotional 
chords. This year's topic was no different: the reintroduction 
of the Mexican Wolf into Texas' Each camper is given a 
new identity and he must prepare a testimony to defend his 
stance on the issue. This activity can be especially chal- 
lenging for those campers who are faced with defending a 
position they personally oppose. When under questioning, 
some campers really get enthusiastic about their part and 
make up answers when they are not sure, while others 
squirm and use the unfailing answer, "I don't know!". 
Learning to put their personal feelings aside and think like 

their new identity, campers are given a crash course in real 
world critical thinking. At one point during camp, standing 
atop Elephant Mountain near desert bighorn sheep and 
looking up at unfathomable stars, campers gain a new per- 
spective and its easy for them to wonder 'Why?". The view 
from a mountain is all encompassing. Critical thinking is 
thinking like a mountain. 

As I throw my grappling hook across the mountain of high 
school years to college, I realize more and more the neces- 
sity of critical thinking and problem solving. The Bobwhite 
Brigade has helped me in learning to listen and think objec- 
tively. Armed with silver bullets, a strong foundation of 
experiences, and the answer to "why?", I am on my way to 
thinking like a mountain. Though I realize I will never actu- 
ally be infinitely wise, I recognize the truth in Mr. Leopold's 
saying that, "Only the mountain has lived long enough to 
listen objectively to the howl of a wolf." 

Fidel Hemandez, a graduate student at Texas A&M University, 
takes aim at a "quail" in an exercise called "Run for Your Life." 
This activity illustrates the relationships among quail, hawks and 
brush cover. Quail are safe from hawks when they make it to a 
loafing covert (hula hoop). 

Meredith Todd (left) and Miranda Mclntire "half-cut" a mesquite 
to improve its growth form as a loafing covert for bobwhites. Half- 
cutting is one option for improving loafing cover in areas dominat- 
ed by regrowth mesquite. 


