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Research shows that when you see a furry dog, it can
make you feel better. Please see article on Page 3.
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Gardens provide 
a place for healing
     A garden can be a lot more than a place to grow
fruits, vegetables, flowers, and other plants.
     It is a place to heal, said Tommy Joshua Caison,
founder of North Philly Peace Park.
     Mr. Caison—or as he likes to be called, Brother
Tommy—started the park 10 years ago for the North
Philadelphia neighborhood where he lived. Its main
purpose is “to promote caring for each other: to make
us care more about our neighborhoods, about nature,
about what we eat, and about how we do things,” he
said.
      “People should be safe and comfortable,” Brother
Tommy said. “Nobody should be fighting each other,
arguing, shooting each other.”
     The Peace Park is a green community space where
people garden, create art, play, and listen to music.
Those who come feel welcomed and relaxed because 
  

(Please see Gardens on Page 2)

Gym teacher fields challenges of the school year
     Mr. James Gahagan has handled
the challenges this year by making
the best of his situation and taking
each day in stride.
     During the second year of the
pandemic, the William Rowen gym
teacher said his greatest challenge
was figuring out what activities he
could do with his students. Mr.
Gahagan said he wanted to provide
the students with a “meaningful
gym class education” while also
keeping everyone safe. 
     It was different from 2020,
because when they had school
online it was hard to get students
to participate, he said.  
     Mr. Gahagan said the pandemic
“took a lot away from kids.”  

 “I think it’s important that we find
our way back to the activities
we used to do—play outside again,
exercise, be with friends, be with
friends, be social,” he said. “Being
so isolated took away our ability to
be social together.” 
     Mr. Gahagan said he has tried to
help kids deal with the challenges
by being a good listener. He said
he is always available for students
when they have a story to share or
a problem to solve. He wants to
help them find a solution. He said
he likes to make kids laugh
because he knows school can be
stressful. 
     Mr. Gahagan suggested that
students who are healing from a

difficult time step back and
evaluate the situation. They should
talk to someone if they are really
struggling. “Find an outlet for
yourself, like exercise, yoga,
drawing. Something that will clear
the mind and relax you,” Mr.
Gahagan said.
     When Mr. Gahagan needs to
relax, he said he takes his dog for
hour-long walks for exercise. He
coaches activities such as softball,
soccer, and track to get exercise
and to spend time with his kids. 
     “I forget about my problems,” he
said. “I feel pretty good. I get
exercise ... my mind is relaxed. I’m
relaxed and comfortable
afterward.”   —By Healthy Roar staff



Tommy Joshua Caison

(Continued from Page One)
 it’s neat and clean and people are
in harmony with each other,
Brother Tommy said. 
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What to plant if you don't have much space
The staff of the Healthy Roar had
additional questions for Tommy
Joshua Caison. Answers have been
edited and shortened.

Question: What advice can you
give to people who want to plant a
garden but don’t have a big yard?

Mr. Caison: If you don’t have a
whole bunch of land and you want
to grow food, you can do what’s
called flowerpot or container
gardening. Plants need soil, water,
and sunlight. That’s all that you
need. 
     I would encourage you to start
with a tomato plant. Buy a baby
tomato plant in a nice-sized flower  

pot. Give it a lot of sunlight, water,
and make sure you talk to the 
plant—“Hey, how are you doing
today?” I’m telling you, the plant
hears you! Plants are alive! …
You’re going to watch it grow. Then
you’ll start to see little flowers.
Each one of those is eventually
going to be a nice juicy tomato for
you to eat. 
     Another good thing to grow is a
sunflower. Sometimes the plants
get to be 10 feet tall! Not only are
sunflowers beautiful, but bees and
butterflies love them. They are all
helpers in growing foods. What
they do is allow for pollination to
take place.  Sunflowers also clean
up the soil—after they grow, they
leave the soil healthy. 

Question: What are some plants
that are easy to grow that would
be good for a kid to care for?

Mr. Caison: Tomato plants, greens,
broccoli, and peppers are easy and
good to grow. And herbs—pizzas
have oregano, basil—you can grow
them. I like watermelon. The thing
is that the watermelon likes to
stretch out. You have to pay close
attention to the plant. ... If you give
it a lot of water, it grows great.
     Anything that you eat you can
figure out how to grow. And
whatever you’re going to plant will
attract bees and butterflies. They
will visit the garden to help, too,
and help us grow the food. 

Gardens are more than a place to grow plants

of people to a neighborhood
cookout at his house. 
     Years later, Brother Tommy noticed
the vacant lots in North Philadelphia
and thought about his Uncle Taylor’s
farm. He liked the idea of starting a
community garden on his block and
getting neighbors involved. 
     The Peace Park helps Brother
Tommy, too. He feels better and
healthier spending time there.
     “How many of you have ever
stared at an ant and watched an ant
move?” he asked. “Have you ever
seen any interesting birds? Anyone 
 ever see a beehive? All of this stuff

nurses who give free screenings
there. 
     “If you want to be an engineer,
you can come and help us put
things together like birdhouses and
garden beds,” Brother Tommy said.
“If you have plans on going to
college, you can come to the Peace
Park and meet college students.”
     Brother Tommy became
interested in gardening as a child.
He would visit his Uncle Taylor, who
had a farm in North Carolina and
grew corn, okra, tomatoes, and
watermelons. When his uncle
harvested the crops, he invited a lot 

      The park also
promotes the idea
that people can be
anything they want
to be. For instance,
if someone wants to
go into medicine,
they can come to the
park and assist the

and more you will encounter when
you’re out farming.
      “It’s actually good to be in
nature, to smell the soil, and be
around the leaves. It makes you feel
better and makes your mind more
at ease.”           —By Healthy Roar staff

Editor’s note: This article will also
be published in the book How We
Heal: Leading Healthy Change In Our
Communities 2022. The book is
written and illustrated by Healthy
Roar reporters and other student
health journalists in the Healthy
NewsWorks program.

Illustration by Ava Manker
 A garden can be a lot more than a place to grow fruits, vegetables, flowers, and
other plants, says Tommy Joshua Caison. It can also be a place to heal.



Healthy Roar reporters recently had
a chance to talk with Dr. Bonnie Offit,
pediatrician and co-founder of the
Murphy Cares. It’s an app that is being
created to help people who are feeling
sad or anxious. Dr. Offit’s answers
have been shortened and edited.

hospital or feeling really stressed.
When they see a furry dog it can
relax them, make them happy, and
make them feel better. 
    A person’s heart rate and blood
pressure can go down. If these
numbers go down, it shows that
the person is relaxing. When
you’re scared, your heart rate goes
up. When you relax, your heart
rate goes down. 

Question: How does your app
work?
Dr. Offit: We created an app to
take quick videos of dogs doing
cute things—fetching, eating,
sleeping, drinking water, going for
a walk. We put the videos in a
computer program. There’s a
wheel and the user clicks the
wheel to choose what activity they
want to see. It feels like it’s your
pet. Instead of cartoons, these are
videos of real dogs doing things.
We had to put the videos together
like a puzzle. 

Question: When did you start your
app? What motivated you to create
the app?
Dr.  Offit: It’s been more than two
years, since before the pandemic.
My friend, Michele Davie, who is a
nurse at Children’s Hospital of
Philadelphia (CHOP), thought of

Dr. Bonnie Offit 

Question: How
does pet therapy
help people
heal?
Dr. Offit: Pet
therapy is when
we bring live
animals to a
person who
might be in the 
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Spending time with animals can be relaxing

the idea.  The ideas were easy, but
making it has been hard. 

Question: How long did it take for
you to create the app?
Dr.  Offit: It has been harder than
we thought. It's really computer
science. We had to find someone
who is good at computer
programming. And then we had to
pay for it. 
     When you start a brand new
business it’s called a start-up. We
hopefully will be able to make it 

better and better and bigger and
bigger. 

Question: Where do the dogs on
the app come from?
Dr. Offit: We have two dogs on the
app right now. We found dogs at a
company that does videotaping
and commercials in Chicago. The
dogs can do tricks. Some walk on
two legs or push a toy. Some
videos are just the dogs eating or
sleeping. We’d like to have 10 or
20 dogs eventually.  

Illustration by Haylee Merrick
During pet therapy, live animals are brought to visit people in the hospital. Research
shows that spending time with animals can help people relax, says Dr. Offit.
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Trip to PAFA excited and motivated us

 experience was awesome for me. ...
It made me feel really confident
about myself and my art. I would
take my family because of all the art
—it inspires me and makes me want
to do more drawing and art.  
    [Looking at the artwork made me
feel] like I’m not alone.
—By Arianna Nettles

     “Looking at the artwork made me
feel like I wanted to paint. Seeing so
many paintings on one wall made
me feel really special. I would love
to go back for another visit and to
take my family there because I want
them to see how amazing people’s
artwork is.
 —By Suhaylah Cruz

Illustration by Elijah Paulema
Spending time at Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts inspired some of the students to
create their own artwork more regularly.

Fifth-grade Healthy Roar reporters
took a field trip to Pennsylvania
Academy of Fine Arts in March. They
spent time both seeing art and creating
their own prints at the museum. Upon
their return, they reflected on the
experience. 

     I saw a picture of George
Washington that I mistook for
Thomas Jefferson  The artwork
amazed me at how beautiful it was.
While I was there, I worked on an
analysis for artwork called ‘The
End.’ The experience was amazing
and it made me feel excited. I would
go back and take my family because
PAFA is an amazing and interesting
museum.
 —By Bianca Hawkins

* * * *

     I loved the painting called ‘The
End.’ I loved how the drip effect was
added to it. [Looking at the artwork
made me feel] worried, excited, and
motivated.
     The experience was important
and interesting to learn and it was
nice to see. I felt intrigued by it. I
would love to take [my family] there
because it’s fascinating.
—By Elijah Paulema

* * * *
     The picture of the ocean and
dripping oil and the man who
owned the museum [were
memorable]. Some of the artwork
made me sad but some of it made
me happy. … I had a great
experience and loved it there—it
was amazing. I would want to take
my family there because it could
teach them about history and much
more.
—By Keliah Lee

* * * *
    I like art and like to draw. The 
   


