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Environmental education practices often follow larger trends 
in society. Not surprisingly, the origins of environmental edu-
cation in the 1970s reflected a growing global concern about 
environmental degradation. While such concerns remain cen-
tral to environmental education today, the following societal 
trends have emerged since then and are being integrated 
into environmental education as practiced in diverse settings 
around the world. 

n	 	The journalist Richard Louv brought to the world’s at-
tention the possibility that as people spend increasingly 
more time in front of TV, computers, and other electron-
ic devices, they may become victims of “nature deficit 
disorder.” Louv’s work suggests a role for environmental 
education for children and parents not just in transmit-
ting knowledge or building skills, but also in creating 
opportunities for unstructured outdoor play, exploration, 
and observation, which are critical to human develop-
ment and restoration.

n	  The rapid rate of urbanization has raised questions 
about what types of environmental education experi-
ences are important for the vast majority of the world’s 
population. In the face of urbanization, environmen-
tal educators can help participants learn about urban 
ecosystems or “social-ecological systems.” They also 
may engage participants in restoring pockets of nature 
to cities, for example through planting trees or working 
and learning alongside community gardeners. 

n	 	Society is increasingly realizing that environmental edu-
cation has a role to play in helping alleviate the stresses 
faced by communities. For example, some children face 
the threat of violence daily and lack access to loving 
relationships and other forms of social support. Environ-
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6 Across the Spectrum

mental education can provide these children with the 
emotional and psychological benefits of spending time 
in nature, as well as with “caring” adults and positive 
role models. For these reasons, educators and youth 
program leaders in community, faith-based, and other 
organizations are increasingly looking to environ-
mental education as a platform to address youth and 
community development in stressed communities.

n	 	Climate change brings additional stresses, including 
flooding, drought, forest fire and sea level rise. These 
stresses present society with an imperative to change 
energy and other consumption patterns, as well as 
to discover how existing and new practices can be-
come part of the solution. This suggests the need for 
environmental education to engage participants in 
learning, experimenting, deliberating, and developing 
practices that contribute to climate change mitigation 
and adaptation.

n	  Schools face challenges in interesting young people in 
science and other subjects. Environmental education 
outside of the classroom can readily apply the results 
of research that shows how learning occurs through 
active engagement of the student—with other people, 
with other organisms, and with one’s physical sur-
roundings.

These five interrelated trends—concern about the psycho-
logical well-being of people with limited access to nature, 
urbanization, social stresses as well as those brought 
about by climate change, and academic achievement of 
students—pose significant challenges to the field of environ-
mental education. Yet these same challenges are sparking 
innovative paths in environmental education. Environmen-
tal educators are joining forces with youth and community 
development professionals; museums, zoos, and botanical 
gardens; and urban green space managers and planners to 

introduction

come up with new practices that reflect societal concerns. 
Many of these practices occur outside of the classroom, 
involve youth and elders working together, and engage a di-
versity of professionals and participants in urban as well as 
suburban and rural communities.

As many of those working in these settings have little formal 
training in environmental education and may feel isolat-
ed from other professionals with similar interests, we have 
begun this e-book with three goals in mind. First, we hope 
to provide a foundation in environmental education history 
and application to help newcomers to the field orient prac-
tices within a body of knowledge and experience that has 
accumulated since the formal launching of environmental 
education in the 1970s. Second, we hope to introduce the 
readers to environmental education practices that reflect 
recent societal trends. Finally, we also hope that this e-book 
will help create a community of interested professionals 
working in diverse settings but sharing common concerns. 
New chapters may be added as new practices emerge, and 
opportunities are planned so that users of these materials 
will be able to share thoughts about the chapters online.

This e-book is being written by professionals and volunteers 
for professionals and volunteers who want to engage young 
people and adults in learning about and developing healthy 
environments. We invite you—whether you are working in 
a community center or half-way house; church, synagogue, 
temple or mosque; zoo, botanic garden, or museum; Scout, 
4-H, or boys and girls club; community garden or nature 
restoration program; or a senior center, nature center, or 
park—to explore the rich tradition of environmental educa-
tion and to learn how your peers across the continent and 
in other countries are creating new practices to address 
societal and environmental concerns. We also invite you to 
contact us if you have ideas about how to expand our vision 
of non-formal environmental education.

Environmental 
educators are joining 
forces with youth 
and community 
development 
professionals; museums, 
zoos, and botanical 
gardens; and urban 
green space managers 
and planners to come 
up with new practices 
that reflect societal 
concerns.

We hope that this 
e-book will help create 
a community of 
interested professionals 
working in diverse 
settings but sharing 
common concerns.
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Overview
Environmental education (EE) in the United States (U.S.) evolved 
from a rich assortment of practices in the early 1900s and now 
embraces a suite of formal and nonformal youth and adult 
education programs. This chapter highlights the history of EE and 
provides a foundation to understanding how the field currently 
accommodates the political and social realities of the context in 
which it operates.

Foundations and Founders
Nature walks in a city park, planting native trees to build a 
corridor between forest fragments, a student poster contest to 
encourage public transportation, and study circles to explore local 
food options—how can so many different activities all be called 
environmental education (EE)? These activities and many more 
help increase environmental literacy and engage people in environ-
mentally responsible actions. The full constellation of strategies, 
techniques, and opportunities that move the citizenry toward this 
goal have fallen under the banner of EE for several decades.

A variety of philosophers and practitioners in both education 
and natural resource management contributed to the origins 
of EE. While the development of EE was a global phenomenon, 
this chapter focuses more on American contributions. American 
writers and thinkers such as John Muir, Henry Thoreau, Aldo 
Leopold, and Rachel Carson popularized the environment and 
spurred concern about environmental problems through their 
writings, contributing to readers’ awareness and knowledge about 
the natural world. The pedagogy of EE, however, was influenced 
by people who thought about learning and teaching, particularly 
the importance of experiential education outdoors. Jean Jacques 
Rousseau (1712–1778), for example, called for returning to 
nature and discovering information rather than memorizing 
facts about science. Sir Patrick Geddes (1854–1933), a Scottish 
botanist and urban planner, implemented an interdisciplinary 
approach to educating the whole person by encouraging students 
to learn by doing.1 His contemporary in the U.S., John Dewey 
(1859–1952), was a strong proponent of experiential education 
that included opportunities to explore, reflect upon, and apply 

The pedagogy of EE 
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people who thought 
about learning and 
teaching, particularly 
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of experiential 
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still persists in 
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middle schools.
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newly learned concepts. Dewey also heralded education as a way 
to promote democratic ideals.2 The writings of these thinkers 
greatly shaped EE by influencing its early predecessors—nature 
study and conservation education—and continue to challenge 
us to consider ways to engage learners, build skills, and create 
effective learning environments. 

The fields of nature study, outdoor education, and conservation 
education set the basic stage from which EE emerged.3 Launched 
in 1891 by American Wilbur Jackman’s book Nature Study for 
the Common Schools, and enhanced by the work of Liberty 
Hyde Bailey and Anna Botsford Comstock at Cornell, nature 
study was practiced in the United States and Europe during the 
early 1900s. It revolutionized elementary science education by 
emphasizing the observation of nature while in the outdoors and 
through exploration of the relationships of plants, animals, and 
the physical systems that support them.4 The movement was 
driven, in part, by a surge in urban growth, migration from rural 
farms to industries, and a concern that youth were missing vital 
interactions with the natural world that could shape their future 
careers. Comstock’s 1911 Handbook of Nature Study clearly sug-
gested that the role of the teacher was to promote interest and 
excitement in the discovery of nature,5 yet since many teachers 
lacked sufficient training in science and nature observation, the 
movement found limited appeal. 

Outdoor education, in contrast, encouraged 
teachers to go outdoors for lessons in 
every subject area, not just science, and 
aimed to advance not only an appreciation 
for the natural world, but also outdoor 
knowledge and skills. As the outdoor edu-
cation movement of the 1940s and 1950s 
evolved into residential and day camping, 
recreation skills were emphasized to 
encourage youth to continue with outdoor 
pursuits in their leisure time.6 Though it 
declined somewhat in the 1980s, outdoor 
education still persists in ubiquitous camp 
settings across the continent, such as the 
YMCA’s residential programs for elemen-
tary and middle schools.
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Conservation education differed from both nature study and 
outdoor education in that it was led by U.S. governmental agen-
cies. During the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, when erosion and water 
quality problems were devastating agriculture in the Midwest, 
government agencies realized the resolution of resource problems 
must go beyond creating and enforcing legislation. They initiated 
conservation education to increase awareness about conservation 
issues, espouse the importance of wise use of natural resources, 
and encourage the public to understand and comply with environ-
mental laws.7 

In 1968, William Stapp, Ph.D., engaged 
his students at the University of Michigan 
in discussions of the limits of conser-
vation education (too descriptive and 
focused on the natural world) and out-
door education (too limited to using the 
outdoors to enrich school programs). 
Stapp and his students came to believe 
that there was need for a new field 
that considered the total environment 
and emphasized problem-solving 
skills.8 Thus, environmental education was developed, and the 
definition and rationale for EE based on the work of Stapp and his 
students was appropriately published in the first issue of the  
Environmental Education Journal in 1969. Stapp continued to 
play a leadership role in the development of EE both in the U.S. 
and globally as the first director of the International Environmen-
tal Education Programme, jointly funded by UNESCO and UNEP9; 
and as organizer of the first international conference at Tbilisi, 
Georgia, USSR in 1977. It was at Tbilisi where the field of EE 
received an internationally recognized definition, objectives, and 
action steps. 

Many other leaders made important contributions to the founding 
and development of the EE field internationally. For example, 
Robert Roth and Harold Hungerford (United States) and Peter 
Fensham and Arthur Lucas (Australia) are among those named 
as founders.10 Roth, a contemporary of Stapp, published the 
fundamental concepts of environmental education in the Journal 
of Environmental Education in 1970 and subsequently became 
the journal’s editor. Fensham, the first president of the Australian 

Association for Environmental Education, pursued educational 
reform to prepare students to become informed and active citizens 
by integrating study and analysis of the impacts of science and 
technology on society in everyday life. Lucas is most known for his 
detailed analysis of early EE literature, from which he concluded 
that the term EE had been used to classify education about the 
environment (that is, the content), for the environment (that 
is, skill development to resolve environmental issues), and in 
the environment (that is, located outdoors). This conclusion has 
significantly aided our understanding of the scope of EE and the 
distinction between EE and other “educations.” Finally, Hungerford 
and his students played an essential role in developing methods of 
research and generally defining EE practice through the 1980s and 
1990s. Specifically, they explored how to convey and teach skills 
for investigating issues. Since then, EE has been adapted to the 
needs of communities throughout the world, with leaders in many 
nations advancing EE to make it appropriate and relevant.

Evolution of Environmental Education 
Definitions and Objectives

The evolution of EE into a global practice was facilitated by a 
series of international meetings and conferences with similar 
ideas coming from several arenas (Table 1). The development 
of its definition traces an interesting growth from a scientific 
perspective of ecology to a more integrated and interdisciplin-
ary field. The first discussion occurred at the 1968 UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve conference in Paris.11 A call was made at this 
meeting for developing curricula for all grade levels, promoting 
technical training, and increasing awareness of global envi-
ronmental problems. A subsequent meeting co-sponsored by 
UNESCO and IUCN12 in Nevada in 1970 set forth the following 
definition of EE:

…the process of recognizing values and clarifying concepts 
in order to develop skills and attitudes necessary to under-
stand and appreciate the inter-relatedness among man, his 
culture, and his biophysical surroundings. Environmental 
education also entails practice in decision-making and 
self-formulation of a code of behaviour about issues con-
cerning environmental quality.13 

Stapp and his 
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the total environment 
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That same year, the United States was the first country to 
establish EE policy through the Environmental Education Act and 
creation of the Office of Environmental Education to award grants 
for the development of EE curricula and to provide professional 
development for teachers.14 Two years later, in 1972, the Stock-
holm conference on Human Environment resulted in a declaration 
that education in environmental matters was essential for younger 
generations as well as adults. This declaration was put into action 
through the creation of the International Environmental Education 
Programme jointly funded by UNESCO and the newly UNEP. 

The first major goal for the international program was to organize 
a series of regional workshops for education practitioners in prepa-
ration for a much larger international conference for governmental 
delegations interested in creating EE policy. The final practitioner 
workshop, held in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, resulted in the influential 
Belgrade Charter of 1975, which stated the following: 

The goal of EE is to develop a 
world population that is aware 
of, and concerned about, the 
environment and its associated 
problems and which has the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
motivations, and commitment 
to work individually and 
collectively toward solutions 
of current problems and the 
prevention of new ones.15

The Belgrade Charter was taken to the first international intergov-
ernmental conference devoted to EE in Tbilisi in 1977. Sixty-six 
UNESCO member states and multiple NGO16 representatives 
participated. Delegates adopted the Belgrade statement and 
prepared the Tbilisi final report that characterizes EE as a lifelong 
process; as interdisciplinary and holistic in nature and application; 
as an approach to education as a whole, rather than a subject; 
and about the interrelationship and interconnectedness between 
human and natural systems. The report also formalized the 
following goals and objectives to guide UNESCO member states in 
the development of environmental education policies, which are 
repeated here in their entirety. 

Environmental Education Goals:

n		 	to foster clear awareness of and concern about economic, 
social, political, and ecological inter-dependence in urban and 
rural areas;

n		  to provide every person with opportunities to acquire the 
knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment, and skills needed 
to protect and improve the environment;

 n		 	to create new patterns of behavior of individuals, groups,  
and society as a whole towards the environment.  

Environmental Education Objectives:

n		 	Awareness: to help social groups and individuals acquire an 
awareness of and sensitivity to the total environment and its 
allied problems.

n		 	Knowledge: to help social groups and individuals gain a v 
ariety of experience in, and acquire a basic understanding of, 
the environment and its associate problems.

n	 	Attitudes: to help social groups and individuals acquire a set 
of values and feelings of concern for the environment, and the 
motivation for actively participating in environmental improve-
ment and protection.

n	 	Skills: to help social groups and individuals acquire the skills 
for identifying and solving environmental problems.

n	 	Participation: to provide social groups and individuals with 
an opportunity to be actively involved at all levels in working 
toward resolution of environmental problems.17 

The Tbilisi goals of awareness, knowledge, and ability to take ac-
tion are often collectively referred to as “environmental literacy.” 
While the first and second goals are undisputed components of 
this definition, the third goal (to create new patterns of behavior) 
is still the subject of modest debate. Different interpretations lead 
environmental educators to disagree about the extent to which 
EE should recommend specific behaviors, versus focusing on 
developing the knowledge and skills necessary for learners to ex-
plore the advantages and disadvantages of different behaviors.18 
This is based on the notion that education, rather than promoting 
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specific behavior changes, has traditionally focused on providing 
information so that learners can make more informed choices on 
their own. Some maintain that this should also be the role of EE; 
that is, to promote environmental awareness and critical thinking, 
problem solving, and decision-making skills but not specific changes 
in behavior.19 Others, however, citing the Tbilisi definition, see the 
promotion of specific behavior changes as an important component 
and goal of EE. A more neutral middle ground suggests that quality 
education is engaging and youth should be appropriately challenged 
and involved in relevant and meaningful projects that are framed 
with opportunities to investigate and explore multiple perspectives. 
Educators find this easier to accomplish with noncontroversial topics 
such as gardening, ecosystem restoration, or public awareness pro-
grams. Environmental Education programs worldwide have followed 
these guidelines to varying degrees, and they have adopted all or 
some of the Tbilisi goals and objectives in their quest to enhance 
environmental literacy.20 

Once objectives were set in place, nations around the world began 
to implement environmental education through the development 
of curricula, courses, and training programs. On the international 
stage, the next major international initiative for EE was the World 
Conservation Strategy developed in 1980 by IUCN with funding from 
UNESCO, UNEP, and the World Wildlife Fund. This key document 
stressed the importance of sustainable development for conserva-
tion and is the first internationally documented discussion on the 
subject. It clarifies that the goal of EE is to increase public participa-
tion in planning, decision making, and management with education 
programs that target legislators, professionals, interest groups, 
industry and commerce, local communities, and school children.21 

This was only the first of many conferences held by the United 
Nations (UN) to support the development of EE; UN conferences 
occur at 10-year intervals. In 1987, Moscow hosted the Tbilisi+10 
Conference to evaluate the progress of EE since the pivotal 
statements of 1977. That same year, the Brundtland Report 
(also known by the title Our Common Future) was published, 
which expanded ideas from the World Conservation Strategy by 
making economic development a key complement to conservation 
and providing the most widely used definition of sustainable 
development. The report states “Humanity has the ability to make 
development sustainable—to ensure that it meets the needs of the 
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present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”22 

Continuing this theme of sustainability, the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro, held two decades after the Stockholm Human 
Development conference, was attended by 120 heads of state 
and delegates from 170 countries. The resulting Agenda 21 set a 
global plan for sustainable development. Each of the 40 chapters 
of the Agenda makes some mention of education, but chapter 36 
specifically defines the term Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment with four mandates: to improve access to basic education, to 
reorient education toward sustainability themes, to improve public 
awareness, and to engage in training.23 Ten years later, in 2002, 
the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development created a 
more targeted agenda to focus on five areas: water and sanitation, 
energy, health and environment, agriculture, and biodiversity and 
ecosystem management. At this conference world leaders also 
adopted the UN-sponsored Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development from 2005–2014, which became the theme of the 
4th International Conference on Environmental Education in 2007 
in Ahmedabad, India.

In addition to the opportunities presented by the Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development, EE is supported in the 
United Nation’s Millennium Development 
Goals and the results of the Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment. The Millennium 
Development Goals challenge nations and 
international organizations to achieve 
eight ideals by 2015. These include ending 
world poverty and hunger, establishing 
universal education, promoting gender 
equality, improving child and maternal 
health, combating AIDS, seeking envi-
ronmental sustainability and engaging in 
global partnerships.24 ’The objectives of 
environment education fit many of these 
goals, but are particularly relevant to the pursuit of environmen-
tal sustainability. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, on the 
other hand, details a scientific basis for promoting conservation 
and the sustainable use of the world’s resources, which educators 
can use to frame or justify educational programs.25

“Humanity has the 
ability to make 
development 
sustainable—to 
ensure that it meets 
the needs of the 
present without 
compromising the 
ability of future 
generations to meet 
their own needs.” 
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Environmental Education and  
Education for Sustainable  
Development 

Recent global events pertaining to EE focus on sustainable 
development. There is much debate about whether EE is a part of 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), whether ESD is a 
part of EE, or whether the two must be considered separate enti-
ties. ESD’s equal focus on society, economy, and environment and 
its attention to equity, democracy, and human rights, is considered 
by some to be inherently different from EE, which is perceived as 
focusing more on developing critical thinking and problem solving 
skills in, about, and for the environment.26 Also, ESD was given 
the agenda of improving basic education worldwide, and such an 
emphasis clearly separates it from efforts aimed strictly toward 
environmental improvement.27 The attention to development, 
economics, ethics, and values that some assume to be unique to 
ESD, however, are considered also vital to EE by those who believe 
that resolutions to environmental issues are only possible when 
the full complement of interacting elements are considered. In 
the 1974 Environmental Education Activities Manual, Stapp and 
Cox, for example, grouped activities into five major concepts: 
ecosystems, population, economics and technology, environmental 
decisions, and environmental ethics.28 

If there is a difference between EE and ESD, it may be in the 
ultimate goal that motivates the respective educational enterpris-
es. For EE, this has been addressing environmental issues and 
for ESD, it has been sustainable development. Consequently, the 
behavioral goals that each strives toward have different names. EE 
has historically focused on problem-solving skills and promotion of 
environmentally responsible behaviors (that is, those that improve 
or prevent damage to the environment), while ESD has called for 
sustainable behaviors (those that minimize negative environmen-
tal, economic, and social justice impacts and foster development). 
In some nations, sustainable development is a politically accepted 
goal; in others environmental protection carries more weight.

At the 2007 International Conference on Environmental Education 
in Ahmedabad, India, the director of India’s Centre for Environ-
mental Education avoided debating the distinctions between these 
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concepts and suggested instead a focus on the future integration 
of EE and ESD. In his introduction to the conference materials 
included the following:

EE, at this moment in its journey, stands at the cross-
roads. It needs to champion ESD so that other disciplines 
too can play a vital role. It needs to reach out to other 
stakeholders including the media, the business communi-
ty, local groups and city governments. EE needs to scale 
up, and play the role required of it in a world in crisis.29 

Regardless of historical foundations or past differences, EE will play 
a role in ESD in some nations. In other nations ESD is perceived as 
the more appropriate term and mention of EE has vanished. And 
some educators believe EE is the 
bigger umbrella that includes 
ESD! For the purposes of this 
chapter, ESD is a logical contin-
uation of and partner to EE, and 
both are essential for moving 
society toward change. We 
suggest that the ultimate goals 
of affecting knowledge, skills, 
and behavior as described in 
the Tbilisi documents are broad 
concepts that include both 
environmentally responsible 
and sustainable behaviors.30 

Formats and Venues for EE

In addition to its varied definitions, EE takes multiple forms and 
can be implemented in a variety of settings that contribute to 
environmental literacy. EE activities are often broadly categorized 
as formal, nonformal and informal, although terms such as “free 
choice” and “self-directed” are often used as modifiers. While 
many terms exist, we will focus this section on common differ-
ences between formal, nonformal and informal EE. It is important 
to note that the lines between these definitions are fuzzy (that is, 
some activities may seem to fall within more than one category), 
and learners of all ages can engage in activities in each format. 

Education for 
Sustainable 
Development is a 
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to environmental 
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Photo by M. Monroe
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Formal EE refers to activities where the educational goals and 
strategies to reach those goals are determined by the school 
or other institution developing the program in compliance with 
standardized school curricula. Most typically this involves primary, 
secondary, and tertiary (college and university) education that 
leads to graduation, but formal EE can also be implemented in 
adult literacy and professional training programs that offer licen-
sure or certificates of completion. It includes instruction within a 
classroom, as well as lessons directed by classroom educators in 
schoolyard outdoor classrooms and natural areas, day field trips to 
local venues like zoos, museums and nature centers, and service 
learning projects that are specific components of the standardized 
curriculum. 

In Cape Town, South Africa, for example, students whose schools 
are partnered with the Schools Environmental Education and 
Development program learn about organic permaculture by work-
ing in their school gardens.31 In Florida, the Brevard Zoo partnered 
with the Brevard County Schools to offer a field trip to and unit on 
a local estuary for all fourth grade classes.32 The unit was designed 
to support and enhance the science curriculum. 

Depending on institutional requirements, classroom EE may be a 
stand-alone topic, or it may be incorporated into subject areas such 
as science or social studies. The environment may also be a unifying 
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theme in schools through the implementation of an integrated 
curriculum. In those schools, students may read books focused 
on the environment in their language and literature classes, learn 
nature photography in art classes, and gather and analyze data 
about natural processes such as species’ populations or tree growth 
in math classes. Project Learning Tree, Project WILD (Wildlife in 
Learning Design), and Project WET (Water Education for Teachers) 
are resources commonly used by teachers to enhance environmen-
tal education in the classroom in a variety of subjects. 

Several forms of EE can enrich or be independent of formal 
EE. In nonformal EE, the learner can participate in long-term 
educational opportunities with objectives that are often tailored 
to their learning needs or desires.33 For example, a Boy Scout 
may engage over time in nonformal EE which leads merit 
badges. While the procedure to earn the badge is determined 
by the Scout leaders and their handbook, EE within a Boy Scout 
setting is nonformal in that it is not part of a standardized 
school curriculum. Nonformal EE includes extracurricular 
enrichment programs like those run by parks, museums, and 
nature centers. Nonformal EE experiences can complement 
concepts learned in school by encouraging connections to 
real world examples, but they can also target adult audiences 
quite well. The Cooperative Extension Service, for example, 
offers voluntary programs such as Master Gardener for those 
who wish to learn more about growing flowers and food. Once 
enrolled, participants follow the established curriculum, provide 
hours of service, and receive a certificate. 

Informal EE can also support classroom curricula, but it differs 
from nonformal EE in that it is more short term and often 
interpretive by nature. Informal education occurs anywhere 
educational information is displayed or conveyed, including but 
not limited to museums, nature trails and parks, agencies and 
organizations, educational fairs, and the media.34 While touring 
the White House in Washington, D.C., for example, visitors 
might see the organic Victory Vegetable Garden, which has 
interpretive signs about the purposes and workings of the gar-
den. In Sydney, Australia, visitors to Australia’s Mount Annan 
Botanic Garden can read interpretive signs during self-guided 
tours about how to landscape one’s home to conserve water.35 
Informal EE can also include television programs, radio shows, 
and Web content. 
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Fourth graders learn about non-point source water pollution at the Lagoon Quest 
program in Melbourne, Florida. Photo by M. Monroe
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State and federal agencies provide many informal EE programs 
for adults and families who want to learn how to compost 
kitchen waste in their backyards or how to reduce the use of 
energy. When a region faces an environmental crisis, such as a 
water shortage or threat of wildfire, government agencies and 
Extension services deliver informal environmental education 
programs by sharing 
background information, 
skill-building opportunities, 
demonstration areas, and 
media campaigns to alert 
the public to the problem 
and what they can do to 
help resolve it. In many 
U.S. states, for example, 
Cooperative Extension, state 
forest agencies, state emer-
gency response agencies, 
and the U.S. Forest Service 
use workshops, field tours, 
and presentations to help the 
public understand the risk of 
wildfire and how they can assist in reducing it.

Indeed, there are many roles and venues for EE. Fundamental-
ly, however, EE is characterized as a learning process, whose 
ultimate goal is to educate and encourage people in engaging 
in more sustainable and environmentally responsible practices. 
Later chapters present examples of how EE supports and 
promotes environmental knowledge, skills, and changes in 
behavior to reach environmental literacy goals. 

EE in Context 
Though the definition and general goals of EE remain con-
sistent, EE does not occur in a vacuum. The strategies and 
priorities pursued through EE are strongly shaped by political 
power, current environmental issues, social priorities, and 
trends in educational policy. For example, EE within schools has 
been influenced by the development of curriculum standards. In 
the 1970s there was a focus on easily implemented activities, 
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while more recent trends in many countries emphasize cur-
riculum standards, student achievement, and service learning 
projects. Additionally, because in most nations EE is not a 
standardized academic subject like science, it has the advan-
tage of flexibility and can, therefore, be aligned with a variety 
of disciplines and championed by partners from different sec-
tors. On the other hand, this flexibility can result in its omission 
from formal education curricula when budgets are cut and tests 
restructured. The salience of environmental issues can be sim-
ilarly influential on EE content. When there is an environmental 
problem, EE is often a critical strategy in addressing the issue. 
In the 1970s, U.S. based EE paid a great deal of attention to 
endangered species and recycling, issues at the forefront of the 
social consciousness. More recently, programs in urban settings 
and about sustainability have gained momentum. 

Environmental education can also be influenced by government 
fiscal and administrative policy decisions. In the U.S., EE 
implementation occurs within many different departments and 
is shaped by the executive and legislative branches of govern-
ment, through presidential appointments and congressional 
funding appropriations. In India, for instance, the government 
provides financial and administrative support for the Centre 
for Environmental Education (CEE), which represents a unique 
partnership between the Ministry of Environment and Forests 
and an NGO conducting a number of ESD focused projects 
nationwide.36 Also in India, an NGO was asked by a national ad-
visory committee to develop an EE course to “facilitate changes 
in attitudes and develop skills for the sustainable management 
of village resources” in the rural mountains of Uttaranchal. 
After pilot testing, the program was expanded to five grade 
levels and is currently a part of the state curriculum,37 which is 
an illustration of how NGO projects can both influence and be 
enhanced by government EE policy.

Though some form of central government support is often 
critical to launch national curricula, EE, especially nonformal 
and informal EE, is not entirely dependent on funds and 
authorization from governmental agencies. In many instances, 
nonprofit and for-profit organizations develop and implement 
EE programs with substantial or very little external funding. For 
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Informal environmental education 
opportunities at the Honister slate mine 
near Keswick, UK. Photo by M. Monroe
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example, environmental organizations such as the Sierra Club, 
World Wildlife Fund, and numerous zoos and aquaria place 
substantial financial priorities on EE. The Uttarakhand Environ-
mental Education Centre in northern India, on the other hand, 
developed a minimal-cost program to establish preschools 
in rural villages at the request of the village women. With 
local young women as teachers, and training and supervision 
provided by local staff, the program has required minimal costs 
to develop social skills and empower village women to resolve 
issues around cleanliness, electricity, and reforestation.38 

Conclusion
Environmental Education has a long international history lead-
ing to its current definitions and strategies for engaging the 
public in sustainable, environmentally responsible discourse. 
EE strategies are flexible and influenced by environmental, 
political, economic, and cultural realities. While these char-
acteristics allow EE to adapt and survive, they can also make 
identifying EE somewhat difficult. In the following chapters,  
a variety of examples illustrate how EE is implemented in  
diverse contexts. 
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TABLE 1. An Evolution of EE 

YEAR EVENT

1968 UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Conference 
in Paris calls for environmental curricula, 
training and awareness development.

1970 UNESCO and IUCN provide initial EE 
definition.

1970 U.S. creates the Environmental Education 
Act.

1972 Human Environment Conference in 
Stockholm sparks UNESCO & UNEP funded EE 
Programme.

1975 Belgrade Charter proposes initial EE goals.

1977 First international EE congress at Tbilisi—EE 
goals and objectives established.

1980 World Conservation Strategy declares 
sustainable development as important for 
conservation.

1987 Tbilisi+10 in Moscow provides an opportunity 
to evaluate EE progress.

1987 Brundtland Report provides globally 
recognized definition of sustainability. 

1992 Earth Summit in Rio develops Agenda 21, 
the first global agenda for sustainable 
development.

2002 Johannesburg Summit on sustainable 
development refines 5 target areas.

2005–
2014

UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD).

2007 4th International Conference of EE in 
Ahmedabad, India, focuses on the DESD.

Although the roots of 
EE run into the late 
1800s, its formal history 
is relatively recent.

Preschool near Almora, Uttarakand, India helps youngsters learn the basic 
counting and alphabet skills. Photo by M. Monroe
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Overview
Environmental education (EE) programs cover a wide range of 
strategies, audiences, and opportunities. This chapter presents 
seven common approaches that environmental educators have 
adopted to address environmental and social challenges through 
communities, agencies, nonformal programs, and schools. Rather 
than presenting an exhaustive list of strategies and programs, 
we use these examples to illustrate the wide range of approaches 
that EE takes in its pursuit of environmental understanding, skill 
building, and behavior change. 

A Wealth of Opportunities
Classroom teachers do it; zoos and museums do it; faith-based 
study circles do it; evening campfire programs at the state park 
do it, too. Environmental education can be a chameleon that 
changes color in various contexts, enabling many educators to 
create educational opportunities for learners to gain knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills to understand and adopt actions that 
enhance the environment. Despite this variation, a few tried-and-
true strategies are used across the spectrum of formal, nonfor-
mal, and informal education venues. In this chapter we highlight 
seven such commonly used strategies and provide examples of 
how they can be implemented in different contexts.

Activity Guides 
One way formal and nonformal educators have facilitated the 
inclusion of environmental education in primary and secondary 
instruction is through pre-packaged supplemental activity guides. 
Often designed to be used by elementary school teachers but 
adapted for learners of many ages and in other venues, activity 
guides provide basic background information, step-by-step 
instructions for classroom activities like role-plays, discussions, 
experiments, and often student worksheets. An educator can 
choose from a variety of activities that require minimal materials 
and preparation time and can be adapted to a variety of settings. 
Because many elementary teachers do not have a background in 
environmental issues, the activity guides provide strategies for 
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students to explore concepts while educators guide and facilitate 
the exercise. The lack of familiarity with environmental issues 
among teachers also creates a window for nonformal educators, 
who can provide content assistance to schools and use these 
activities when classes visit their centers. Kananaski Country Park 
in Alberta, Canada, for example, offers a variety of free educa-
tional activity guides as well as low cost programs such as field 
trips and rentable educational kits for classroom teachers.1 While 
activity guides of this type are often convenient and somewhat 
self-explanatory, training workshops are usually suggested to 
help teachers make the best use of the materials. 

There are a large number of activity guides, and many include 
easy-to-perform science labs or interactive games on environ-
mental topics from wetland ecology to recycling. They are most 
commonly produced by environmental organizations or sponsored 
by businesses that have an interest in the environment. Three 
programs are considered international leaders due to the quality 
of their activity guides: Project Learning Tree (PLT) uses forests 
and trees to introduce youth to environmental issues,2 Project 
Wildlife in Learning Design (Project WILD) covers wildlife and 
conservation issues,3 and Project Water Education for Teachers 
(Project WET) is a water education curriculum.4 Each is sponsored 
and implemented by different environmental agencies and 
organizations at the national and local level. PLT, WET, and WILD 
materials are made available to educators through workshops 
and trainings. 
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Project Learning Tree, Project WET, and Project WILD provide popular and high quality activity 
guides for educators.
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Critics of this type of material cite educators’ lack of time and 
training to appropriately incorporate the activities into current 
curricula. In addition, they claim that reliance on pre-packaged 
activities without thorough consideration of how these fit into 
learning goals, local context, and existing knowledge of students 
may not build contextually appropriate understanding, skills, 
and behaviors.5 In our opinion, activity guides are a useful 
introduction for teachers to become familiar with EE concepts and 
objectives and may put them on a course of professional devel-
opment to become comfortable with more advanced EE opportu-
nities. In addition, community educators can sponsor curriculum 
adaptation workshops to help teachers consider which activities 
could be most appropriately used at each grade level, creating 
a sequential guide to EE resources. In sum, activity guides may 
allow educators to use and students to access environmental 
information relatively easily. They may support a more effective 
program if activities are thoughtfully organized in age-specific 
concepts to effectively promote environmental literacy and meet 
educational standards, as discussed in the next section.

Integration into Standards-based 
Education 
Public primary and secondary education around the world is 
increasingly shaped by pressure for accountability. In many 
countries, particularly more 
industrialized ones, curricu-
lum is standardized; class-
room teachers submit plans 
that indicate the progress 
students are making on 
curriculum benchmarks, 
and tests measure whether 
students know the required 
information. In the U.S., 
this is driven by education 
policies such as the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 
2001, which links federal funding with student performance in 
a way that school districts as well as individual teachers and 
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administrators are held accountable for the outcomes of their 
students on standardized tests.6 By emphasizing the results of 
math and reading tests as primary indicators of success, state 
education agencies have created incentives for these subjects 
that can negatively affect instruction in nontested subjects 
like social studies. Some teachers turn their attention toward 
preparing students for tests to the exclusion of integrative and 
creative learning opportunities. A 2008 study by the Center on 
Education Policy reveals that in the process of attempting to 
meet state and federal standards, environmental education, 
social studies, and other nontested subjects were sacrificed to 
spend more time on high-stakes testing subjects like reading 
and math. A similar cutback in outdoor activities and fieldtrips 
was noted in the study.7 

Community educators have responded to the demand for 
standards-driven programs by emphasizing EE activities and 
experiences that help teachers support subject-area standards. 
One way this is done is through the correlation of EE activities 
to relevant standards. Educators at the Brevard Zoo in Mel-
bourne, Florida, developed classroom activities to supplement 
the Lagoon Quest program, tying each activity to relevant 
state standards.8 Another strategy is to design curricula that 
specifically address skills included in achievement tests, such as 
activities to help biology students practice and improve writing 
skills.9

In addition to subject area curriculum standards, many school 
systems establish goals for process skills such as critical think-
ing, problem solving, and communication. Because the empha-
sis of EE is not just on content but also on skills, EE programs 
that engage learners in interdisciplinary, community-based 
projects can be used to increase student achievement, interest, 
motivation, and test scores.10 A study in Florida found that 9th 
and 12th graders who participated in these projects improved 
their critical thinking skills and the likelihood that they would 
use those critical thinking skills.11 

Following guidelines for best practices is yet another strategy to 
promote quality education. Seeking to assist educators in their 
endeavors to provide high quality EE that promotes an environ-
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mentally literate citizenry, the National Project for Excellence in 
Environmental Education (NPEEE) developed a set of Guidelines 
for Excellence in Environmental Education (see chapter on 
Guidelines). NPEEE began in 1993 through the leadership of 
the North American Association for Environmental Education 
(NAAEE), a professional association for environmental educators 
in Canada, Mexico, and the United States. A series of publica-
tions, written by EE experts and extensively peer-reviewed, 
present guidelines (not restrictive standards) for the develop-
ment of balanced, scientifically accurate, comprehensive, and 
high-quality EE programs. The guidelines are derived from the 
Tbilisi definition of EE and address important learning objectives 
in EE at the 5th, 8th, and 12th grade levels. They also describe 
key characteristics of EE activities and curricular materials, from 
ensuring that materials provide fair and accurate accounts of 
issues to making sure that resources teach skills and are easily 
used by educators. The guidelines also address the preparation 
and professional development of environmental educators, 
nonformal EE programs, and early childhood EE; in addition, 
community EE Guidelines are in development.12 

Connecting People with Nature
Environmental education strives to reconnect people of all 
ages with nature for educational, psychological, and physical 
benefits. In his 2005 book Last Child in the Woods, Richard 
Louv popularized what environmental psychologists have known 
for a long time—that direct exposure to nature is critical for the 
development and sustenance of an emotionally and physically 
healthy individual. He presented the idea that children today 
suffer from “nature-deficit disorder,” a consequence of a growing 
divide between children and the outdoors. As children spend 
more and more time with technology and entertainment that 
keeps them indoors, and as parents’ fears about their children’s 
safety and security grow, children fail to gain the many benefits 
derived from playing outdoors. Louv reported evidence from a 
number of studies and coined the term “nature-deficit” to help 
describe several alarming trends, including increased childhood 
obesity, attention disorders, and depression.13 

Unfortunately, many adults already exist in worlds devoid of na-
ture. However, the recent popularity of family events at parks and 
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other natural areas speaks to their interests in enjoying nature. 
The annual Get Outdoors Day,14 the More Kids in the Woods cam-
paign,15 and many other examples sponsored through local, state, 
and federal agencies and organizations acknowledge that spending 
time outdoors should be a priority. Similar efforts have been made 
in other countries. In Honduras, after recognizing that youth were 
increasingly engaging in delinquent behaviors and that experiences 
promoting environmental appreciation were rare, a nationwide 
program established nine environmental education camps with the 
goal of providing rural and urban youth an alternative pastime.16 
Young and not-so-young adults were recruited to participate in a 
three-phase leadership training program where they used intensive 
experiences in nature to develop teamwork, self-esteem, leader-
ship, and ecological knowledge and behaviors. 

On the policy front, a No Child Left Inside (NCLI) movement 
grew from the popularity of Louv’s book to establish a national 
campaign in the U.S. to help teachers use the outdoors as 
a classroom.17 The campaign sought to amend the federal 
emphasis on testing and standards by adding funding for EE and 
encouraging outdoor classroom activities. Similarly, states such 
as California and Florida established Children’s Rights to Nature 
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Enjoying the view over Keswick, England. Photo by M. Monroe
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statements that promote 
connections between 
state and federal agen-
cies and EE and outdoor 
recreation opportunities. 
Through policy and 
programs, a variety of 
strategies are designed 
to provide opportunities 
for individuals of all 
ages to connect with 
nature and receive the 
social, psychological, 
and physical benefits of 
outdoor experiences. 
Many educators believe 
that in addition to 
these benefits, outdoor 
experiences can help 
develop an individual’s 
connection with the 
local environment18 and 
result in the development 
of environmental aware-
ness and behaviors. 

Urban Environmental Education
In addition to encouraging people to get outdoors, EE also encour-
ages urban residents to learn more about their surroundings and 
engage in behaviors that could improve those environments. Helen 
Ross Russell’s Ten-Minute Field Trips,19 first published in 1973 and 
recently revised, was one of the first manuals to help educators 
use sidewalks, playgrounds, and other sources of nearby nature to 
enthrall youngsters and convey science. Since its beginning, EE has 
addressed environmental issues associated with urban environments 
including air and water quality, toxic and hazardous wastes, food 
production, and energy. Urban EE is essential, since the majority of 
the earth’s population lives in urban areas, and residents of urban 
areas are uniquely poised to positively impact their own environ-
ment. More information on the development of urban EE can be 
found in the urban EE chapters in this handbook (coming soon). 
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Participants in the Honduras Environmental 
Youth Leadership Development Program, 
2004. Photo by K Biedenweg

Current trends in urban EE include urban agriculture on school 
grounds, in community gardens, in public spaces, and at private 
residences. The public is encouraged to practice local organic 
gardening to promote appreciation of nature, reduce the use of 
chemicals for food production, reduce the amount of transpor-
tation required to bring food to the home, provide quality and 
specialty foods more economically, and promote healthier life-
styles. There is a clear and important link between these goals, 
environmental health, and urban environments. In the United 
States, Vermont FEED is a school-based program that links the 
curriculum, school lunch program, and school garden with local 
farmers. Youth learn about nutrition and farming practices as 
they grow their own food and eat local produce in the cafeteria.20 

Other examples of urban environmental education include munic-
ipal solid waste programs and urban beautification. King County, 
which includes the city of Seattle, Washington, provides not only 
curbside recycling of most materials, but also curbside compost. 
Residents can place their used paper and food and yard waste 
in a compost container that is taken 
to the city’s larger compost facility.21 
Online videos and brochures educate 
the public about this technique, and 
result in less trash in the landfill 
and the creation of usable compost. 
Urban-focused environmental 
educators can be found in formal and 
nonformal education working with 
both youth and adults. 

Investigating Issues 
While learning about and experiencing the local environment is 
important (and may be the most appropriate approach for young-
er learners), working on the resolution of environmental issues, 
whether in urban environments or wilderness areas, is also an 
essential component of EE. This involves developing a specific set 
of skills, including learning about the context (both ecological and 
social), exploring alternatives and the predicted consequences, 
and identifying solutions that maximize benefits and minimize 
costs for a variety of stakeholders.22 Some programs also encour-
age learners to work toward realizing reasonable solutions by 

Current trends in 
urban EE include 
urban agriculture 
on school grounds, 
in community 
gardens, in public 
spaces, and at 
private residences. 

King County 
composting 
program provides 
handy bins. Photo 
by D. Erickson 
and E. Canfield. 
http://sfrc.ufl.
edu/extension/
ee/woodenergy/
index.html
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engaging with political processes. Students in Chester, Pennsylva-
nia, realized that their lack of fresh produce indicated an environ-
mental problem linked, through food, to community health. With 
assistance from Earth Force and Home Depot, they created a 
school garden; tended it over the summer; and harvested beets, 
squash, and carrots which ended up on the school lunch menu. 
They also took the time to write to First Lady Michelle Obama 
about their efforts, and she invited them to Washington. D.C., to 
help plant the White House Kitchen Garden.23 

Though an important part of EE, teaching young people about 
environmental issues can be challenging. If learners select a 
controversial issue or one that includes deeply entrenched posi-
tions, their queries may upset the status quo and could generate 
negative reactions among parents or within the local power struc-
ture. Most classroom teachers shy away from the prospect of such 
notoriety, and students lose a potentially valuable learning oppor-
tunity. In addition, real-world environmental issues are complex, 
often involving natural resources, pollution, jobs and economic 
development, ethics, health, culture and diversity, and science in 

Teachers who 
orchestrate the 
interdisciplinary 
study of a local 
issue in concert with 
local stakeholders 
can serve a helpful 
role as community 
educators.

Youth from Stetser Elementary in Chester, PA, get their hands dirty while 
addressing food access in their community by planting a garden on their 
school grounds. Photo from Earth Force.

an intertwined and interdisciplinary web. Few educators feel com-
petent to tackle the mix of topics likely to arise in an exploration 
of current controversial issues. For instance, in the case of using 
wood for energy, science teachers may be able to teach about the 
conversion of biomass to heat and power but not the economics of 
obtaining a sustainable supply of biomass or the policies that could 
be needed to make biomass a viable fuel. Additionally, if there is 
a local paper mill, parents, who may be employed there, may not 
want students researching and suggesting a competing use of 
wood. Nevertheless, teachers who orchestrate the interdisciplinary 
study of a local issue in concert with local stakeholders can serve 
a helpful role as community educators.24 Local experts may serve 
as guest speakers, or local residents may be asked to respond to 
polls about existing values and perceptions, during which they may 
learn more about the issue as well.25 

Finally, it is difficult to address controversial issues without 
appearing to sway learners to one solution or another. Even in 
adult programs, audience members may ask about the sources 
of funding for a program and who will reap the benefits of certain 
decisions if educators present information that appears to favor 
one perspective.26 As a result, many environmental educators 
make it clear that they have no opinion27 and encourage learners 
to become familiar with all possible perspectives. These challeng-
es are often addressed in teacher training programs and through 
guidelines for approaching complex issues in the classroom.28 

For adults, faith-based organizations, Cooperative Extension 
Service offices, and public libraries may sponsor study circles, 
workshops, or classes where people can investigate environmental 
issues and work together to take action. In Australia, an EE pro-
gram called Sustainability Street enables people to meet each oth-
er, develop friendships, and support each other’s efforts to reduce 
waste and save energy. A three-year evaluation of the program 
reports a remarkable 30 to 40 percent reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions and suggests these groups are “beacon communities” 
that can help demonstrate what is possible to others.29 Such issue 
investigation programs enable youth and adults to increase their 
environmental literacy by developing the knowledge and analytical 
skills that can contribute to behavior change. 

Issue investigation 
programs enable 
youth and adults 
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Service Learning and  
Citizen Science
While issue investigations allow learners to gain an in-depth 
understanding of environmental concerns, learners often stop 
short of implementing a change. Service learning and citizen 
science are two popular strategies educators use to help learners 
participate in real-world activities that provide mutual benefits 
to learners, communities, and researchers—thus helping to 
bring about change.30 Though not focused exclusively on the 
environment, service-learning opportunities engage learners with 
local issues that are intrinsically interesting. Authentic service 
learning experiences, while almost endlessly diverse, have 
general characteristics that are similar to EE. They are positive, 
meaningful, and real to the participants, and they involve reflect-
ing on one’s experiences to enhance learning. They often involve 
cooperative experiences, promote citizenship skills, address 
complex problems in real settings, and offer opportunities to 
engage in problem solving. Finally, they promote deeper learning 
because the results are immediate and uncontrived, and as a 
consequence, service-learning activities are more likely to sup-
port social, emotional, and cognitive learning and development.31 
Service-learning programs link youth with the community and 
provide a multitude of ways that schools can engage in communi-
ty EE, which can be a benefit to community educators.

A group of elementary school children in Guatemala’s Maya 
Biosphere Reserve, for example, were invited to assist in the 
collection of nest survival data for an endangered native bird, 
the scarlet macaw.32 While collecting the nest survival data is 
valuable, this activity alone is not considered service learning. 
The activity was transformed into service learning by adding 
exercises that build skills addressed in the school’s curriculum. 
The Guatemalan students analyzed the data and shared results 
with community leaders and scientists. In this example, stu-
dents engaged in their own learning and skill development while 
also providing a valuable service to the community. 

In some cases, the service also directly benefits the environ-
ment. The Global Rivers Environmental Education Network 

Service-learning 
programs link 
youth with the 
community and 
provide a multitude 
of ways that schools 
can engage in 
community EE, which 
can be a benefit 
to community 
educators.

(GREEN) operates in many nations to facilitate opportunities for 
middle and high school students to study and improve the quality 
of their local rivers while sharing data with other students around 
the world. Students develop critical thinking, problem solving, 
and decision making skills as they collect water quality data, 
identify problems, and plan steps to improve water quality in local 
watersheds.33 In another context, a 2008 study of 54 air quality 
education programs in the U.S. reported that nearly half of the 
programs resulted in improved air quality. Those that employed 
community-based service projects were more likely to report air 
quality improvements.34 

In citizen science programs, scientists engage the public in 
environmental data collection and broaden public participation in 
science research. Programs are often organized by scientists for 
the purpose of answering their research questions about migra-
tion patterns, preferences for bird seed, or sea bird mortality and 
can be facilitated or sponsored by community educators who may 
organize and train citizens to collect data.35 Citizen science can 
develop participants’ knowledge 
and sense of stewardship for local 
resources through participation in 
research and discovery. One of the 
most well-known citizen science 
projects in the Americas is National 
Audubon Society’s Christmas Bird 
Count in which volunteers from 
throughout the Americas record 
every bird they see and hear on 
a particular day.36 For more than 
100 years, the event has created 
friendly competition, provided an 
opportunity to get outdoors and 
appreciate nature, and resulted in 
a useful scientific endeavor. Data from the Christmas 
Bird Count are compiled to assess the long-term status and 
health of bird populations and have fostered a greater public 
awareness and stewardship of birds in participants’ backyards. 
Citizen science projects allow participants to engage in beneficial, 
illuminating data collection that can increase awareness and 
environmental literacy. For more information on this strategy, see 
the chapter by Ballard (coming soon). 
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Social Marketing
While many of the aforementioned examples involve investigating 
the environment to improve individual understanding and skills, 
social marketing is used to guide people toward a particular course of 
action. Many people fail to engage in environmental behaviors either 
because they do not know how, they forget, they do not have the 
resources, they do not have the time, their neighbors are not doing 
the behavior, or they are reluctant to change their habitual ways of 
doing things.37 

Social marketing applies concepts from marketing and social 
psychology to promote specific, generally accepted environmentally 
responsible and sustainable behaviors. Social marketing is not 
oriented toward developing critical thinking and problem solving 
skills, but focuses on promoting behavior change when the audience 
generally understands why the behavior is important and agrees 
that the behavior is a good one.38 Social marketing programs employ 
basic tools to reduce barriers and increase perceptions of benefits of 
a particular behavior. Common social marketing tools include visual 
reminders, modeling the behavior, using role models, providing 
feedback, establishing incentives, and requesting a commitment. 

A community organization or an agency that has a specific mandate 
to protect a particular resource is often the most appropriate entity to 
launch a social marketing campaign.39 Examples of social marketing 
include road signs throughout the world that remind the public not 
throw trash out their car windows; Canadian municipalities that have 
been successful at reducing vehicle idling at bus stops and schools 
with their “Turn it Off” campaign,40 and prompts at storm drains to 
remind pedestrians that anything that enters the drains goes directly 
into a local lake.

The World Wildlife Fund’s Earth Hour is an example of a social mar-
keting campaign that uses many of these tools.41 Every March since 
2007, the Earth Hour project has asked people from all over the world 
to commit to turning off their lights for one hour to save energy. The 
project first provides information and persuades a visitor to the World 
Wildlife Fund website to participate and to make commitment to join 
this global effort. An email address is all that is necessary to become 
a member and be counted in the program. Asking people to commit 
to a behavior is highly effective at ensuring the action. Most people 
dislike being inconsistent in their words and actions, and thus ex-

Prompts like these 
help remind people to 
practice responsible 
environmental actions 
that they might intend, 
but forget to do.

pressing commitment will likely lead to engaging in the behavior as 
long as the person remembers to do it. Once a member, the Earth 
Hour project sends reminder emails one week, one day, and one 
hour before the programmed time to turn off lights. These emails 
serve as reminders, also called prompts, for participants to engage 
in the behavior that they already committed to do. The website 
also requests that participants invite as many friends as possible 
to join. These invitations and the adjoining information about other 
participants show new recruits that it is both possible and desirable 
to be part of the process. Such role modeling by people of a similar 
social group is often crucial to encourage behaviors. After the actual 
Earth Hour, World Wildlife Fund posts a thank-you video and the 
results of the night-time activity. This feedback helps participants 
see that their behavior had a real benefit which encourages them 
to continue the behavior in the future. In 2007, the Earth Hour 
program began with 2.2 million homes and businesses in Sydney, 
Australia, and with its successful use of social marketing tools, had 
grown to hundreds of millions of people in 150 countries throughout 
the world by 2013.42 

While people enjoy being part of positive change, some critics of 
social marketing see it as manipulation. Indeed, agencies and indus-
tries have always manipulated the public by providing information in 
particular ways. Nonetheless, the use of social marketing in trans-
parent, careful programs that engage community representatives in 
making decisions is a useful method for encouraging environmen-
tally responsible behaviors. Social marketing is less appropriate, 
however, for a youth program or for controversial issues where there 
is not yet agreement on how to resolve the issue. In this context, 
it is more appropriate to engage in dialogue about the controversy 
rather than push for a specific behavior.43 

In Summary
In any community it is likely that various agencies and organizations 
use all of these seven strategies to help achieve their own missions 
as well as improve residents’ environmental literacy. Community 
educators may wish to organize offerings to best provide age-ap-
propriate, repeated, and sequential opportunities to residents. 
This coordination may help reduce the overlap between programs, 
provide better coverage to the community, and match strategies to 
those best able to implement them. Such coordination could help 
community educators make the most of their EE opportunities.
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Chapter 3: Current Trends in Environmental Education

Overview
This chapter explores several opportunities that environmental 
education (EE) practitioners are using to increase their influence 
in a rapidly changing world, both within the traditional definition 
of EE and beyond. The themes and approaches described here 
are not necessarily new. In fact, many of these ideas have  
existed within EE for several decades, but they are becoming 
increasingly popular as environmental educators work to increase 
awareness of and promote skills to respond to new environmental 
challenges and possibilities. In exploring these future directions, 
we also offer our perspective on the future challenges and prom-
ise for EE.

Introduction
Environmental education is a vibrant field. Because practitioners 
are dedicated to meeting needs, reaching new audiences, and 
addressing emerging issues, the strategies and programs that 
define environmental education are broad and continue to evolve. 
At the core of EE is a commitment to make the world a better 
place for people and other organisms. 

In this chapter, we address some ideas and approaches relevant 
in EE today. Namely, we discuss how EE is interfacing with 
communication technology; themes of systems thinking, sustain-
ability, and environmental justice in EE; the role that EE prac-
titioners can have in resource and environmental management 
decision-making processes; and the importance of ensuring that 
EE is implemented in culturally appropriate ways. We conclude by 
reflecting on the challenges EE is likely to face in the future and 
how practitioners may be able to overcome these challenges to 
enhance EE implementation moving forward. 

Communication Technologies
The steady march of technological change alters the ways 
that environmental educators obtain information and skills for 
themselves and deliver information to others. It also changes 
how learners interact with one another and available information, 
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potentially providing greater opportunities to communicate, 
share data and experiences, and draw on others’ resources 
and insights. The prevalence of technology, however, has the 
potential to have a dramatic influence on our engagement with 
the environment. A 2005 study found that decreased attendance 
to National Parks in the United States (U.S.) over the previous 
16 years correlated with increased time spent with electronic 
media such as video games, watching TV and movies, and surfing 
the Web.1 These results do not mean that technology is causing 
these changes in attendance, but these types of studies provide 
food for thought about our relationship with technology versus 
the natural world. Particularly with the advent of the Internet, 
the pace of global communication, scientific collaboration, and 
technological discovery has been permanently altered. 

While an increase in time spent online probably means people 
are spending less time experiencing the natural world,2 there 
can be a silver lining to using technology for communication. 
Technology provides many tools to more quickly communicate 
with larger groups of citizens on environmental issues. Since 
1992, the director of the Belize Zoo3 in Central America has 
conveyed conservation and educational messages about the flora 
and fauna of the country of Belize through the popular Walk on 
the Wild Side series, which airs on the radio through the British 
Forces Broadcasting Service.4 Such radio programs are relatively 
common throughout the world and build on the hugely successful 
experience of rural health radio education programs. Although 
these may be considered more environmental communications 
than EE per se, given their focus on sharing information rather 
than skill building, these are nevertheless tools that are some-
times employed by EE practitioners.

Television is another effective mass communication outlet for 
informal EE messages that is very popular worldwide. From a 
base in England, Television for the Environment (TVE) airs films 
about the environment and development that have reached view-
ers in more than 170 countries. Their production Earth Report is 
the longest-running environmental series on global television.5 
TVE and other international organizations including UNICEF and 
the European Commission supported the development of the 
Environmental Education Television Project for China, later called 
the Environmental Education Media Project, which reaches many 
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millions of people with relevant information on environmental 
issues.6 Discovery Channel and Animal Planet, though originally 
based in the U.S., are now broadcast worldwide, bringing envi-
ronmental information about distant reaches of the globe to an 
expanding audience.

Most recently, the Internet has become a common source of 
information, and EE programs have quickly expanded into this 
medium. In the U.S., the number of people who cited the Inter-
net as their primary source of science and technology information 
more than doubled between 2002 and 2006.7 Museums, parks, 
aquariums, and government agencies are some of the organiza-
tions that have recognized the potential to reach people via the 
Internet, and they are doing so with substantive programs, not 
just marketing messages. Many offer virtual field trips on their 
Websites that are accessible anytime and include online exhibits, 
Web games, photos, live cams, and readings. For example, 
NASA8 and Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute9 in the U.S. offer 
online expeditions for students to “travel” to distant places like 
Antarctica and the International Space Station with scientists. 
Some programs, such as the National Estuarine Research Re-
serve’s Estuary Live Program, provide real-time footage of actual 
scientists in field settings and are simultaneously broadcast to 
hundreds of classrooms.10 The Internet is also particularly useful 
for social marketing, public participation, and even citizen science 
programs such as the Christmas Bird Count,11 which successfully 
uses the Web to connect people and engage them in environmen-
tal inquiries.12 

An explosive expansion of mobile technology platforms and 
Web-enabled applications has created new ways to reach people 
and for people to engage in EE opportunities. Trail signs provide 
phone numbers for visitors to listen to recorded messages, and 
downloadable applications allow people to identify trees or birds 
as they hike.13 They can also enable citizen scientists to report 
findings; for example, the Florida Invasive Species Partnership 
collects data from sightings of invasive species through GPS-en-
abled cell phones.14 People can connect through Facebook, 
Twitter, and other social media websites to learn more about 
environmental issues or EE opportunities. Outdoor Afro, a social 
community focused on connecting African Americans with nature, 
provides information about opportunities to engage through 
various Web-based programs including an active Twitter feed.15 
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The IveGot1 mobile phone 
app allows hikers to report 
sightings of invasive species 
in Florida. Photo from http://
www.nps.gov/ever/parknews/
ivegot1mobileapppr112911.htm.

In addition to providing educational opportunities to learners, 
environmental educators can now use the Internet to find profes-
sional development opportunities. Improved Internet connections, 
interactive software programs, and course management systems 
are opening new channels for distance education. Online EE 
courses from University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point16 and Cornell 
University17 provide opportunities for educators to gain information, 
enhance skills, and develop a learning community of peers. Similar-
ly, Alaskan educators, whose remote communities are an expensive 
flight away from any training workshop, can participate in online 
Project Learning Tree (PLT) and Project WILD (Wildlife in Learning 
Design) certification programs.18 

Although there are concerns about the potential for information 
overload and the trustworthiness and reliability of new tech-
nologically enabled sources,19 technology will continue to alter 
people’s interaction with each other and their environment. EE, 
in turn, will continue to adapt to these changes by using tech-
nology to provide current, relevant information about global 
environmental issues and opportunities for people to learn 
from one another.

Systems Thinking 
The increasing complexity and interconnectedness of global 
environmental issues—for example climate change and the 
decline of marine fisheries—requires that they be under-
stood through a systems perspective.20 This involves scaling 
up our thinking so that instead of focusing on one piece of a 
large puzzle, such as car exhaust, we look at many inter-
actions among the parts of the larger system, such as the 
global carbon cycle and its links to economic and political 
systems. To help prepare individuals to understand and 
resolve increasingly complex issues, some EE programs encourage 
what is commonly referred to as systems thinking.21 The term 
suggests that complex problems require a view of the big picture 
of relationships and interactions rather than the traditional view of 
subdivided pieces.22 Systems thinking involves training our brains 
to look for cycles, feedback loops, and resource flows, and to 
understand that different events may interact over different time 
scales. Some educators attempt to build systems thinking skills 
at a small scale, such as a school or community, which can help 
learners identify systems at larger scales.23 

Visitors to Paynes Prairie 
Preserve State Park in Florida 
can access interpretive 
messages from their cell 
phone. Photo by M. Monroe
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A study of two groups of students and their abilities to use 
systems thinking skills suggests that people readily transfer 
skills from one system to another. 24 At the University of Florida, 
students taking a class on environmental politics were taught 
about nonlinear, causal relationships in natural resource topics 
such as global warming and water management. Similarly, in a 
middle school in Oregon, students practiced systems thinking 
concepts for non-environmental issues. In both cases, students 
who were given the opportunity to develop skills to understand 
the bigger picture, look for feedback loops among issues, and 
consider impacts of interactions at different spatial and temporal 
scales, identified a greater number of components of a novel 
environmental issue and described more causal loops between 
them. Causal and cognitive mapping exercises suggest that stu-
dents can learn these skills and apply them to novel situations. 
A growing number of EE programs will likely incorporate systems 
thinking in the future, as these skills are crucial to address many 
of today’s complex environmental problems.25

Sustainability
As discussed in Chapter 1, sustainability has become a promi-
nent topic globally and within EE. Although many definitions for 
sustainability exist, we use the term to refer to decision-making 
processes that seek to balance ecological, social, and economic 
perspectives in an attempt to meet the needs of present and 
future generations.26 Environmental educators have worked to 
create opportunities for learners to use systems thinking to better 
understand issues and behaviors related to sustainability, to 
develop ethical frameworks for understanding how to incorporate 
the multiple facets of sustainability in their decisions, and to 
practice sustainable behaviors. As with systems thinking, the 
microcosm of the school can be an ideal setting for this practice; 
elementary schools through universities are using their built and 
natural environments as educational tools for sustainability. 

The Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in High 
Education (AASHE), for example, encourages sustainable 
practices and educational opportunities at the university level by 
providing educators and administrators with resources as well as 
networking and professional development opportunities and by 
encouraging commitments from American college and university 
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presidents to take actions to mitigate climate change.27 In a 
tangible demonstration of sustainable design, the Adam Joseph 
Lewis Center for Environmental Studies at Oberlin College in Ohio 
was created to be one greenest buildings at any U.S. college or 
university. Its design and construction involved input and collabo-
ration from more than 250 students and members of the Oberlin 
Township, and a university curriculum was specifically designed to 
foster these relationships and to examine sustainability issues in 
a real-world context.28 Community-university-school partnerships 
help learners engage in real issues, help communities make 
change applying the energy of their youth, and allow agencies or 
university experts to provide resources and expertise.

The advantages of such sustainability-oriented programs 
are many. One benefit is that they allow students to work 
in their own environments and use experiential learning 
opportunities to better understand complexity in systems, 
which we have identified as one of the most essential 
skills for developing sustainable systems. These programs 
also help students develop specific skills and knowledge 
necessary to deal with environmental, economic, and 
social problems. Participants can become empowered by 
their impacts at the local level and use new skills to tackle 
other opportunities for transformation. 

A very specific component of sustainability education 
focuses on Environmental Justice, or EJ, which brings to light 
the importance and challenges associated with appropriately 
addressing the social and economic components of the sustain-
ability puzzle. The negative results that have emerged as humans 
tamper with global systems often inequitably impact the world’s 
populations, economies, or environments. The poor are often 
disproportionately affected by the consequences of environmental 
mismanagement.29 Educators focused on EJ address issues of 
inequities in the burdens and benefits related to the environment. 
EJ is often closely linked with environmental health (EH) issues 
such as indoor air pollution and water contamination.30 These 
pressing global issues have influenced many environmental 
educators to illuminate these issues for those who suffer from 
them and those who have the capacity to make changes to the 
systems that contribute to the inequities.31 This incorporation of 
EJ and EH concerns is an important and relatively new area of EE. 

The Adam Joseph 
Lewis Center for 
Environmental Studies 
at Oberlin College 
in Ohio was created 
to be one greenest 
buildings at any U.S. 
college or university.

Oberlin College, Oberlin, Ohio



54 Across the Spectrum 55Chapter 3: Current Trends in Environmental Education

Public Participation in Resource  
and Environmental Management 
Decision Making
One way EE is becoming increasingly influential is by enhancing 
public participation in environmental decision making. Participa-
tion can take many forms.32 In this section, we focus specifically 
on the gains to be made when EE practitioners engage in 
resource and environmental management contexts.

Environmental educators have often worked with the public 
and designed programs for anyone who is interested; however, 
only recently have their roles as facilitators been promoted in 
environmental and sustainable decision making processes.33 In 
these settings, environmental educators work with a select group 
of stakeholders to promote shared learning, understanding, and 
decision making about specific environmental topics. Globally, 
there are many opportunities for citizens to participate in envi-
ronmental decisions in their communities, states, regions, and 
nations. In some countries, these opportunities are legislated. 
For example, the public comment process associated with Envi-
ronmental Impact Statements (EIS) is required by many national 
and state governments before the implementation of a new 
policy or development plan.34 In the U.S. all major federal actions 
require an open comment process, which includes the oppor-
tunity for the public to receive information about the proposed 
action, access the EIS for that project, and provide comments to 
the sponsoring agency on the proposed action.35 Though noble 
in its intent, many citizens feel overwhelmed by what they need 
to know and understand in order to make comments. Public 
meetings often suffer the same fate, where information may be 
provided in a way that is not accessible or understandable to 
members of the public, who then become frustrated when they 
feel their voices are not being heard or taken into account.

Environmental educators can create more meaningful environ-
mental policy processes that allow stakeholders to learn from one 
another for the benefit of themselves and the natural resources 
they seek to manage. Environmental educators can facilitate 
participatory processes such that different voices and perspec-
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tives are heard, scientific and nonscientific information is more 
effectively integrated, and information is shared in ways that can 
be understood by all involved in a process. This type of process 
is often called social learning.36 The Land Care movement in 
Australia and New Zealand is an excellent example of community 
members working with experts to explore solutions to resource 
challenges. As a leader in social learning facilitation, the Land 
Care movement works with community groups and government 
agencies toward more informed environmental decision making.37 

Though there are many success stories like the Land Care 
movement, environmental educators face many challenges in their 
attempts to address complex environmental issues and facilitate 
meaningful communication. Greater involvement also often brings 
an increase in the number of viewpoints—and misconceptions—to 
the process. Bringing people together can also lead to conflict, 
as ideas and interests clash. Trained environmental educators, 
however, can overcome these potentially debilitating aspects of 
participation by using professional and creative conflict resolution 
strategies and applying social learning tools so that partici-
pation benefits both participants and the environment.38 

Community forums are one method that can involve 
environmental educators in facilitating the sharing of 
information and getting citizens involved in local issues. 
Different from stakeholder processes in which members 
are meant to have equal voices, a forum is a facilitated 
meeting during which experts share their knowledge and 
perspectives on a particular issue.39 Other opportunities 
for participation include land-use planning or zoning dis-
cussions. These issues allow citizens direct access to the 
decision making process, but require significant investments of time 
to develop trust and a healthy dialogue that reflects the needs and 
wants of the community. Many government agencies and nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) provide guides to inform citizens 
about how to become involved in local planning processes.40

Environmental educators may also work in one of many natural 
resource agencies or NGOs that are now implementing adaptive 
management. Adaptive management is a general term for an 
approach where natural resource management ideas are applied, 
experimented with, monitored, and revised.41 There are many 
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terms used for similar ideas related to adaptive management, 
such as Collaborative Adaptive Management (CAM) and Adaptive 
Collaborative Management (ACM), 42 which specifically acknowl-
edge the important role of stakeholders who work collaboratively 
and engage in social learning. These approaches have the benefit 
of revealing shared understandings where they exist, as well 
as revealing differences of perspectives about the system.43 In 
addition, CAM requires that stakeholders learn about changes in 
their systems, synthesize new information, and take action to ac-
commodate observed changes. Environmental educators can play 
a key role in these processes, facilitating communication among 
stakeholders, helping people to see situations in new ways and 
through a systems lens, and revealing stakeholders’ misconcep-
tions and assumptions that may be brought to the process. This 
social learning can enable communities and stakeholder groups to 
make better, more informed decisions and build their capacities 
for more effective resource management.44 

The Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) based 
in Bogor, Indonesia, is a leader in participatory decision-making 
processes in tropical forests throughout the world. Their Future 
Scenarios mechanism45 is part of a larger CAM program that was 
implemented in 11 countries: Cameroon, Ghana, Madagascar, 
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan, Philippines, Nepal, 
Bolivia, and Brazil. Facilitators of Future Scenarios engaged public 
decision makers with local land users and other stakeholders to 
illustrate, explore, and discuss ideal futures, potential pathways 
to those ideal futures, and realistic alternatives. Many of the 
workshops improved knowledge sharing and created viable, 
sustainable ideas, which are two critical goals for EE. Additionally, 
the workshops often improved government transparency and 
improved the capacity of government agents to gather data from 
local stakeholders with more participatory strategies.

There is a great opportunity for EE to continue and expand 
its involvement in participatory processes and public decision 
making. As facilitators and educators within EIS public processes, 
Community Forums, and adaptive management, environmental 
educators can improve communication among stakeholders and 
thus shape learning processes. These activities directly further 
EE’s environmental literacy goals and have the potential to sig-
nificantly impact both the EE field and the effectiveness of natural 
resource management well into the future.
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Ensuring Appropriateness
Finally, for EE to excel in a participatory, sustainable and global-
ized world, it must endeavor to make curricula environmentally 
and culturally appropriate. In order for EE materials to achieve a 
mark of excellence, they must address different cultures, races, 
genders, social groups, and ages in a respectful and equitable 
way.46 Training programs, conferences, and recruitment into aca-
demic programs can target underserved audiences and provide a 
long-term strategy for improving EE’s relevance to these commu-
nities. It is often possible to tailor existing curricula to include this 
diversity and select environmental concepts specific to a particu-
lar location or culture. This does not always occur, however, and 
some EE materials are irrelevant to the context in which they are 
used. Nationally adopted curricula in Honduras, for example, was 
based on translated U.S. materials, which included information 
about grizzly bears and recycling, topics lacking relevance in that 
local environment where there were no bears or trash collection 
infrastructure.47 Although there is certainly value in teaching 
about global concerns and the environmental challenges of other 
regions, it is important to ensure that students are able to make 
sense of new information, that it is relevant, and that it engages 
locally appropriate environmental behaviors. 

In North America, EE programs that draw on origins 
in nature study and outdoor education often lead to 
a focus on the environment as a place that is “wild” 
and “away” from where most people live. Yet the 
environment is what surrounds us regardless of 
where we live and a large and growing proportion of 
citizens live in urban settings. The environment that 
surrounds city residents looks very different from the 
notions conjured up by the photographs taken by 
Ansel Adams or the philosophy of John Muir. Environ-
mental educators must respond to the diverse needs 
of urban (and other) audiences by customizing EE 
opportunities to be relevant and culturally appro-
priate for different geographic settings and cultural 
groups, while paying particular attention to environmental justice 
issues.48 Environmental education should meet people where they 
are—not provide “one size fits all” opportunities. While there are 
many examples of EE programs where wilderness or nature study 
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is the focus, there are also a growing number of examples of 
urban EE programs.49 EECapacity, for example, is working to build 
a network of urban environmental educators who can share ideas 
and resources to address important urban contexts.50

Facing the Future 
Environmental education takes many forms. It provides basic 
information about ecosystems and environmental issues as well 
opportunities to build skills and participate in the resolution of 
global and local environmental issues. As EE meets environmen-
tal, social, and economic challenges, educators work to address 
issues, help the public make appropriate behavior changes, make 
programs accessible and relevant to all communities, and help 
people learn to think about systems and sustainability. 

Yet, environmental education faces many challenges. EE is 
not always a priority globally, nationally, or locally, and it can 
be left out of the policy arena or remain underfunded where 
policies do exist. Fortunately, EE is often able to persist on a 
shoestring budget and survive as a chameleon, able to change 
its approach to match the social, political, environmental, and 
educational needs of its times. This plasticity can, however, be 
perceived by some as demonstrating a lack of direction, drawing 
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criticism. Environmental education does not fit within traditional 
educational boundaries and can be left out of discipline-specific, 
standards-based curricula. The interdisciplinary nature of EE, 
however, can be an advantage because a variety of stakeholders 
and subject areas can implement EE and advocate for it. EE is of-
ten assumed to be only for school children and youth, when there 
is a host of instructional methods that engage adults in becoming 
environmentally literate as well. Environmental education con-
tinues to be interpreted by some as a subjective field irrelevant 
in certain circumstances, such as in urban areas or where poor 
or resource-dependent populations are striving to attain higher 
standards of living. This interpretation of EE may be largely the 
result of influence from conservation organizations or historical 
ties to nature study. But, as we have shown, EE can and should 
address much more than just natural resources in rural areas, 
through incorporating issues of environmental justice, health, and 
overall sustainability. Additionally, the common ground of concern 
for a quality environment can be an important starting point for 
programs that work to empower citizens and build civic capacity.

The future of EE will depend on its ability to implement effective 
programs that reach local audiences with culturally appropriate 
topics while also addressing important environmental problems. 
Associated with this, environmental educators must provide 
adequate communication and opportunities for collaboration that 
engage all ethnic and racial groups. This can be greatly enhanced 
through the use of emerging technology, which will allow EE to 
reach a larger audience and achieve the Tbilisi objectives51 (see 
detailed discussion in Chapter 1) to develop people’s aware-
ness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, and participation.

It is essential that EE programs develop the critical-thinking, 
problem-solving, and decision-making skills of people who will 
address environmental issues for decades to come. There is great 
potential for environmental educators to innovate and implement 
strategies that will seek to meet these and new challenges.52 Its 
history as a flexible, multidisciplinary field uniquely positions EE 
to promote educational strategies and develop programs that will 
address the pressing and emerging challenges we face today and 
in the future. 
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Introduction
What does it mean to be environmentally literate? What makes 
great environmental education instructional materials so good? 
What should be kept in mind as new programs are developed at 
a nature center? Nonformal educators—those who teach at zoos, 
museums, and nature centers and in a variety of community 
settings—wrestle with these questions on a daily basis. They 
reach out to young and old and everyone in between. They teach 
people who come to their programs for a fun family day and 
those who come with a very specific education goal in mind. In 
the morning, a nonformal educator may be teaching kindergarten 
students and in the afternoon, leading an Elderhostel program. 
All of this means that nonformal educators are responsible for an 
enormous range of environmental education efforts. 

Trying to help environmental educators meet these challenges 
and improve their practice is at the core of the National Project 
for Excellence in Environmental Education. As an initiative of the 
North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE),1 
the National Project for Excellence in Environmental Education2 
promotes the development of balanced, scientifically accurate, 
and comprehensive environmental materials and programs by 
establishing sets of guidelines. These guidelines are designed to 
help educators create meaningful, high quality environmental 
education programs that nurture environmental literacy and 
empower program participants with the skills, knowledge, and 
inclinations to make well-informed choices and exercise the rights 
and responsibilities of members of a community. 

Across the Spectrum

These guidelines are 
designed to help 
educators create 
meaningful, high 
quality environmental 
education programs 
that nurture 
environmental literacy 
and empower program 
participants with the 
skills, knowledge, and 
inclinations to make 
well-informed choices 
and exercise the rights 
and responsibilities 
of members of a 
community.

Guidelines  
for Excellence 
Publications

To date, the National Project for Excellence in Environmental Edu-
cation has published five sets of guidelines, each of which is relevant 
to the work of nonformal environmental educators: 

1.  Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence.3 

These guidelines describe a set of recommendations for develop-
ing and selecting environmental education instructional materials.

2.  Excellence in Environmental Education – Guidelines for Learning 
(K-12),4 and its companion piece, Excellence in Environmental 
Education – Guidelines for Learning (K-12) – Executive Summary & 
Self Assessment Tool.5 The Guidelines for Learning outline a com-
prehensive framework for environmental education that delineates 
the understandings and skills needed for environmental literacy.

3.  Guidelines for the Preparation and Professional Development of 
Environmental Educators.6 Created for those who design and 
deliver environmental education programs, these guidelines 
describe a set of competencies needed for those preparing to 
teach environmental education in a variety of job settings.

4.  Nonformal Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for  
Excellence.7 This set of guidelines describes recommendations to 
be used in the development of comprehensive environmental  
education programs or to trigger improvements in existing ones.

5.  Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines 
for Excellence8 and its companion piece Early Childhood Environ-
mental Education Rating Scale.9 This set of guidelines outlines 
recommendations to be used in the development of compre-
hensive early childhood environmental education programs. 
The rating scale provides a formative evaluation tool for early 
childhood centers that wish to increase the effectiveness of their 
environmental education programs.

How Were the Guidelines  
Developed?
From the very beginning, there was a strong desire to ensure that 
each set of guidelines reflected a widely shared understanding of 
environmental education and environmental education practice. 

To date, the National 
Project for Excellence 
in Environmental 
Education has 
published five sets of 
guidelines, each of 
which is relevant to 
the work of nonformal 
environmental 
educators.

http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Environmental-Education-Materials-Guidelines-for-Excellence
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Excellence-in-Environmental-Education-Guidelines-for-Learning-K-12
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Excellence-in-Environmental-Education-Guidelines-for-Learning-K-12
http://www.naaee.org/npeee/execsum-intro.php
http://www.naaee.org/npeee/execsum-intro.php
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Guidelines-for-the-Preparation-amp-Professional-Development-of-Environmental-Educators
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http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Nonformal-Environmental-Education-Programs-Guidelines-for-Excellence
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Nonformal-Environmental-Education-Programs-Guidelines-for-Excellence
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Early-Childhood-Environmental-Education-Programs-Guidelines-for-Excellence
http://eelinked.naaee.net/n/guidelines/posts/Early-Childhood-Environmental-Education-Programs-Guidelines-for-Excellence
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For each publication, a 10- to 12-person writing team was 
formed, which was comprised of environmental education 
professionals from a variety of backgrounds and organizational 
affiliations. The writing teams took on the challenge of turning 
ideas about quality, gleaned from environmental education 
practice and research literature, into a detailed outlines. The 
outlines and successive drafts of the guidelines were circulated 
widely through a national process of review and comment. 
Short articles announcing the availability of each draft and 
inviting participation in the review process were published 
in newsletters. Presentations were made at state, regional, 
and national environmental education, formal education, and 
environmental meetings to publicize the effort and encourage 
participation. Any interested individual or organization wishing 
to participate in the process was encouraged to do so. Efforts to 
publicize the project and the availability of review drafts were 
made continuously throughout the development process. As 
individuals and organizations volunteered to review the draft 
documents, distribution lists were created. Each time new drafts 
were developed, they were sent to everyone on the distribution 
lists. Revisions to the drafts were made based on an analysis of 
comments from literally thousands of individuals and organiza-
tions. As comments were received, they were entered verbatim 
into a master database. General comments were listed together, 
and comments relating to specific sections of the draft (e.g., 
introduction, key characteristic, glossary) were grouped to-

gether. This allowed the writing team to 
consider each comment individually and 
within the context offered by the draft 
document. Changes were made in the 
successive drafts based on an analysis 
of these comments. Where conflicting 
views could not be reconciled, revisions 
were made, in most instances, to 
reflect the preponderance of opinions 
expressed. Review comments were 
used not only to test and revise the 

basic framework for the individual set 
of guidelines, but also to develop every detail of the final docu-
ments from overall structure to examples, and glossary terms to 
references. Although comments were received from individuals 
from over 30 countries, the vast majority of comments were 
from North America. 

As individuals and 
organizations 
volunteered to review 
the draft documents, 
distribution lists were 
created. Revisions to 
the drafts were made 
based on an analysis 
of comments from 
literally thousands 
of individuals and 
organizations. 

Quality Environmental Education  
Instructional Materials
First published in November 1996 and revised in 2009, Environmental 
Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence provides a set of rec-
ommendations for developing and selecting environmental education 
instructional materials. These guidelines help developers of activity 
guides, lesson plans, and other instructional materials produce 
high-quality products, and offer educators a tool for evaluating the 
wide array of available environmental education materials. 

The guidelines are organized around what reviewers agreed were six 
key characteristics of high-quality environmental education instruc-
tional materials: fairness and accuracy, depth, emphasis on skill 
building, action orientation, instructional soundness, and usability 
(see Box #1). For each of these characteristics, specific guidelines 
are listed that support the implementation of the key characteristics. 
Finally, each of the guidelines is accompanied by several indicators 
listed under the heading ‘‘What to Look For.’’ These indicators suggest 
ways of gauging whether the materials being evaluated reflect the 
characteristics sought by the guidelines. These indicators are simply 
clusters of attributes that might help determine whether a guideline 
is embodied in the materials under review. These guidelines are also 
frequently used in the development of materials, by authors and 
advisory committees, to make sure the process is on track to result in 
effective and useful materials. 

Taken as a whole, these guidelines offer a way of judging the relative 
merit of different instructional materials and a set of ideas about what 
a well-rounded environmental education curriculum might be like. 
Given that nonformal environmental educators teach in a variety of 
settings with differing goals and constraints, it is not reasonable, per-
haps, to expect that all environmental education materials will follow 
all of the guidelines. If used as a touchstone, however, the guidelines 
point out limitations that instructors can compensate for in the way 
they use instructional materials or make their own improvements. 

These guidelines have been used in the curriculum development 
process by such diverse groups as Earth Force (Box #2), USDA 
Forest Service,10 and Johnson Controls.11 The guidelines are also being 
used as a formative evaluation tool (see Box #3).

Kunsmiller Creative Arts 
Academy 6th graders 
celebrate their student-
produced Water Festival at 
Harvey Park Lake in Denver, 
CO. Photo by Molly O’Malley
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Summary of the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence

Key Characteristic #1. Fairness and accuracy: EE materials should be fair and accurate 
in describing environmental conditions, problems, and issues, and in reflecting the diversity of 
perspectives on them.
1.1 Factual accuracy
1.2 Balanced presentation of differing viewpoints and theories
1.3 Openness to inquiry
1.4 Reflection of diversity

Key Characteristic #2. Depth: EE materials should foster an understanding and appreciation 
of environmental concepts, conditions, and issues, as appropriate for different developmental 
levels.
2.1 Focus on concepts
2.2 Concepts in context
2.3 Attention to different scales

Key Characteristic #3. Emphasis on skills building: EE materials should build lifelong 
skills that enable learners to address environmental issues.
3.1 Critical and creative thinking
3.2 Applying skills to issues
3.3 Action skills

Key Characteristic #4. Action orientation: EE materials should promote civic responsibility, 
encouraging learners to use their knowledge, personal skills, and assessments of 
environmental issues as a basis for action.
4.1 Sense of personal stake and responsibility
4.2 Self-efficacy

Key Characteristic #5. Instructional orientation: EE materials should rely on instructional 
techniques that create an effective learning environment.
5.1 Learner-centered instruction
5.2 Different ways of learning
5.3 Connection to learners’ everyday lives
5.4 Expanded learning environment
5.5 Interdisciplinary
5.6 Goals and objectives
5.7 Appropriateness for specific learning settings
5.8 Assessment

Key Characteristic #6. Usability: EE materials should be well designed and easy to use.
6.1 Clarity and logic
6.2 Easy to use
6.3 Long lived
6.4 Adaptable
6.5 Accompanied by instruction and support
6.6 Make substantiated claims 
6.7 Fit with state or local requirements

BOX #1

back to text

BOX #2

Using the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence for 
Instructional Materials Development – KIC-NET (Keep It Clean - Neighborhood 
Environmental Trios): Triangulating Next Generation Science Standards, Clean 
Water Act Education & Outreach, and Stewardship of Urban Waters 
Donny Roush, CMEE, Sr. Program Manager, Earth Force, Denver, CO

Denver Public Works contracts Earth Force to provide educational services, a Clean Water Act 
requirement of Denver’s municipal separate stormwater sewer system permit (MS4). From an engineering 
standpoint, an MS4 is straightforward: collect precipitation from places where it can’t soak into the ground, 
keep it clean, and move it downstream. Most U.S. municipalities of 100,000 or more have an MS4, with 
a nonconnected sanitary sewer system. (Some cities still have combined systems, however.) With little 
fanfare but lasting effect, the Clean Water Act amendments of 1980 began requiring MS4 permittees to 
conduct education as part of their management.

Since then, most MS4s have relied on traditional channels for public education and outreach—festival 
booths, brochures, badges on storm drains, and school assemblies. In Denver’s case, Earth Force 
pioneered an in-school, service-learning component to this work beginning in 2004. The instructional 
strategy begins with a detailed environmental inventory and leads to a culminating service project. Youth 
learn by engineering solutions to neighborhood issues. 

During the last year, we’ve evolved MS4 education efforts by combining community engagement and 
youth leadership alongside—and on equal footing—with more standard science content. With links to 
national education reform embodied in the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS), Common Core 
State Standards, and the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence, we’re developing 
and piloting a new MS4-compliant way to teach. 

We call this new approach Keep It Clean – Neighborhood Environmental Trios (KIC-NET). A KIC-NET 
is a place where a school, park, and body of water are within 10 minutes’ walk of each other. These three 
elements make a trio, as do their respective governmental entities: school district, public works agency, 
and parks and recreation department. Our pilot, funded by Denver Public Works and EPA’s Urban Waters 
Federal Partnership, will have 10 KIC-NETs involving 750 students by 2014. 

KIC-NET development falls into two categories: partnership building and toolkit creation. Within a 
trio, each partner is able to work toward its organizational goal—be it academic achievement, water 
quality improvement, or well-cared for and loved parks—while contributing to the overarching outcome of 
empowering youth to actively “Keep It Clean,” whether “it” is the neighborhood, park, or closest stream or 
lake. 

KIC-NET educators will be provided with toolkits. Each toolkit will have a tailored guide with water-
centric, hyper-local lessons, supplemented by site-specific environmental histories, and a package of 
equipment and supplies, including items for water quality testing and macro-invertebrate sampling, and a 
copy of the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence. So far, we’ve selected a standard 
roster of 25 lessons to include in the toolkit. We’re currently adapting, editing, and updating to make them 
coherent and complete, an integrated instructional unit. The guidelines continually remind us to assure 
the materials are designed to include fairness and accuracy, depth, emphasis on skills building, action 
orientation, instructional soundness, and usability. For example, regarding Key Characteristic #6, digital 
files for each activity are being built within Adobe Creative Suite and include numerous customizable fields 
for geographic references in the text and grade-level appropriate concepts.

By using the guidelines, we are embedding qualities that will allow us to scale up KIC-NET, from 
an intriguing pilot to a transferable model. Through KIC-NET, we can deliver next generation science 
education, engage youth, raise environmental literacy, and measure improvements in water quality. 

For more information: Keep It Clean Denver (stormwater pollution prevention program for Denver Public 
Works): http://www.keepitcleandenver.org | Earth Force: http://www.earthforce.org

back to text
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BOX #3

Using the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence –  
A Formative Evaluation of Natural Inquirer and Investi-gator

Kris M. Irwin, Ph.D., Warnell School of Forestry & Natural Resources, University of Georgia, Athens, GA

Natural Inquirer and Investi-gator are two related educational journals designed for middle 
school and elementary school students, respectively. These free journals (www.naturalin-
quirer.org) are produced by the USDA Forest Service and the Cradle of Forestry in America 
Interpretive Association. All editions of these journals contain articles written from published 
research conducted by Forest Service scientists investigating natural resources as well as 
outdoor recreation behavior and management.

Students are guided through each article with a specific learning outcome in mind—to com-
prehend the scientific process. This is achieved by the layout of each article; students are 
introduced to the scientists who conducted the original research and then read about natural 
resource science research projects. The “FACTivity” provides an opportunity for students to 
experience and demonstrate their abilities to think and function like a scientist. A glossary is 
provided with each article to expand student’s vocabulary, and a “Reflection Section” is part of 
the intentional learning design to get students to stop and think about what they just read.

The Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence were used to conduct a 
formative evaluation of Natural Inquirer and Investi-gator. Forest Service staff involved in 
the production of these two journals contacted the Georgia Environmental Education Alliance, 
which formed a three-person review team to conduct the evaluation. The guidelines were se-
lected as a credible evaluation tool with national prominence. 

Prior to starting the review, Forest Service staff met with the review team to introduce the 
instructional intent and design of a typical article. A 5-point Likert-type scale was created 
and used to rate the 128 indicators, where 1 = poor, 3 = average, and 5 = excellent. Team 
members conducted independent reviews of four issues of Natural Inquirer and two issues of 
Investi-gator, and then came together to discuss and justify scores, which strengthened reli-
ability. Mean summed scores and standard deviations were calculated. For all items with mean 
summed score of less than 3, the team provided a written justification for the score, adding 
value to the usefulness of the review. 

Overall, both publications scored above average with four of the six characteristics having 
mean scores between 3.7 and 3.9. Skills and action characteristics scored below average and 
recommendations to improve these two areas will be provided in the final report. This eval-
uation of the online journals shows how the guidelines may be used to assess an education 
resource, and it demonstrates the value of the guidelines as independent evaluation criteria 
for nonformal education.

back to text

A Framework for Environmental  
Literacy
Excellence in Environmental Education – Guidelines for Learning 
(K-12) (first published in 1999 and most recently revised in 2010) 
offers an instructional framework and vision for environmental 
education that promotes progress toward sustaining a healthy 
environment and quality of life. This publication provides guidance 
for fostering and gauging environmental literacy in kindergarten 
through twelfth grades. 

Developed to provide students, parents, educators, administrators, 
policymakers, and the public with a set of common voluntary 
guidelines for environmental literacy, the K–12 learning guidelines 
provide explicit links between the standards-based school curric-
ulum and environmental education. These guidelines also seek to 
support state and local environmental education efforts by defining 
environmental literacy outcomes at specific age levels. By setting 
expectations for what young people should know 
and be able to do by the end of fourth, eighth, and 
twelfth grade levels, they suggest an age-appro-
priate framework for effective and comprehensive 
environmental education programs that can be used 
in both formal and nonformal settings. 

These guidelines provide a vision of environmental 
literacy that acknowledges that an informed, skilled, 
and active citizenry is critical to preventing and re-
solving current and future environmental problems. 
The guidelines offer a framework for environmental 
education efforts motivated by an examination 
of the relationship between the environment and 
quality of life, emphasizing the thinking and action 
skills central to environmental literacy. They rest on 
the idea that environmental literacy must be a goal 
of society and that environmental education must 
play an integral role throughout educational systems. 
These guidelines, therefore, aim at providing a series 
of tools designed to help educators develop effective, 
locally relevant environmental education programs 
leading to environmental literacy.

These guidelines 
provide a vision of 
environmental literacy 
that acknowledges 
that an informed, 
skilled, and active 
citizenry is critical 
to preventing and 
resolving current and 
future environmental 
problems.

Students share results 
from water quality tests as 
part of their presentation 
“Environmental Citizen.” 
As 6th and 7th graders 
at Noel Community Arts 
School they studied 
Parkfield Lake, a Denver 
Park, across the street 
from their school. Photo  
by D. Rousch

http://www.naturalinquirer.org
http://www.naturalinquirer.org
Excellence in Environmental Education – Guidelines for Learning (K-12)
Excellence in Environmental Education – Guidelines for Learning (K-12)
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The guidelines are organized into four strands, each of which 
represents a broad aspect of environmental literacy: (1) questioning 
and analysis skills, (2) knowledge of environmental processes and 
systems, (3) skills for understanding and addressing environmental 
issues, and (4) personal and civic responsibility (see Box #4). 
Individual guidelines and performance measures are suggested 
for each of three grade levels—fourth, eighth, and twelfth. These 
performance measures or indicators were designed to assist educa-
tors in developing age appropriate learner assessments.

Although these guidelines were developed, in part, to address 
education reform issues in the formal classroom, the larger 
purpose was to provide a framework for comprehensive formal 
and nonformal programs leading to environmental literacy. To 
this end, curriculum developers such as the El Paso Independent 
School District (see Box #5), Will Steger Foundation,12 Project 
Learning Tree, and Project WILD13 use the guidelines in their 
efforts. In addition, the Kentucky Environmental Education 
Council (see Box #6) created tools to help teachers and non-
formal educators see how environmental education, through the 
guidelines framework, addresses the new Common Core State 
Standards for English Language Arts and the Common Core 
State Standards for Mathematics.

El Paso Independent School 
District students learning 
about the Air Quality Index 
Photo by R. Baquera

Although these 
guidelines help 
address education 
reform issues in the 
formal classroom, the 
larger purpose was to 
provide a framework 
for comprehensive 
formal and nonformal 
programs leading to 
environmental literacy.

BOX #4

Summary of the Excellence in Environmental  
Education: Guidelines for Learning (K-12)

Strand 1. Questioning, Analysis and Interpretation Skills

Strand 2. Knowledge of Environmental Processes and Systems
1.1 The earth as a physical system
1.2 The living environment
1.3 Humans and their societies
1.4 Environment and society

Strand 3. Skills for Understanding and Addressing Environmental 
Issues
3.1 Skills for analyzing and investigating environmental issues
3.2 Decision-making and citizenship skills

Strand 4. Personal and Civic Responsibility

BOX #5

Using Excellence in Environmental Education: Guidelines for Learning (K-12)  
to Design a Community-Wide Air Quality Curriculum in El Paso

Elaine Hampton, University of Texas at El Paso and The teachers of El Paso Independent School District20

The Excellence in Environmental Education: Guidelines for Learning (K-12) are elevating educational stan-
dards to a higher plateau through the call to personal and civic responsibility. In the El Paso, Texas com-
munity, the EPA-funded Border Environmental Education program created a partnership with University of 
Texas at El Paso and the El Paso Independent School District to write modules about air quality that will 
become part of the district’s official curriculum. A required component of this program is social justice ed-
ucation. Together this partnership is creating a stimulating environment for border citizens to learn about 
relevant air quality issues along the United States-Mexico border and to take action to address air quality 
issues. 

El Paso hosts commercial movement of an estimated 6 percent of the U.S. national economy at its three 
international bridges. In addition, it hosts the nation’s heaviest southern thoroughfare, Interstate 10, as 
well as an oil refinery, a large military base, and the shared environment with its sister city in Mexico,  
Ciudad Juárez, home to about 1.2 million people and about 170 U.S. factories.

Twenty-five El Paso teachers have been working for three years to explore the issues in this environment 
and to implement lessons that strive to meet the high standards of the guidelines, particularly focusing on 
Strand #4’s personal and civic action. Many of these approaches are on the way to being institutionalized:

§	Elementary children taught younger children about the Air Quality Index (AQI) and have set in progress 
the implementation of AQI charts and daily ozone monitoring district-wide. They involved the physical 
education program to help avoid outdoor activities on ozone alert days.

§	Military maneuvers on the military base left visible black particulate matter on the surfaces of the local 
school’s playground. When the health significance of this was understood, a discussion with the military 
liaison resulted in changing the maneuvers away from the school.

§	Schools that are near busy thoroughfares are examining ways to reduce congestion by implementing a 
walking school bus program where children, along with at least one adult walk to school together. They 
also are implementing ways to discourage idling in the pick-up locations and some have created idle-
free school zones.

§	Middle school students are creating animated public service announcements illustrating tips for how 
citizens can find ways at home and when driving to reduce energy consumption to help decrease global 
CO2 levels. Teachers are planning to post these in the school’s announcement systems.

§	Asthma and other respiratory problems are common in the dry, desert environment of the Southwest 
and are exacerbated by air pollution. Children in several grade levels are studying asthma causes and 
asthma rates through surveys and interviews, as well as how to avoid the air quality problems that 
threaten health. 

§	High school students investigated air-quality related apps for their smart phones and are sharing this 
information and the apps with others. 

For an environmental issue such as air quality, the guidelines have helped El Paso teachers think beyond 
individual lesson plans. By using the guidelines as a framework, teachers are explicitly discussing how 
they can work together to develop environmental literacy and how personal and civic responsibility can be 
woven into the curriculum. back to text
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BOX #6

Using the NAAEE Guidelines for Excellence to Strengthen Implementation of  
the Kentucky Environmental Literacy Plan

Elizabeth Schmitz, Executive Director, Kentucky Environmental Education Council, Frankfort, KY

In 2010 the Kentucky Environmental Education Council (KEEC) convened an advisory 
committee to develop the Kentucky Environmental Literacy Plan (KELP). The committee 
included the Kentucky Association for Environmental Education (KAEE); the Kentucky 
University Partnership for Environmental Education (KUPEE); and other members 
representing a broad spectrum of environmental, science, social studies, arts, math, and 
English language arts (ELA) education. Teachers, curriculum and assessment specialists, 
and administrators from K-12 school districts and the Kentucky Department of Education 
(KDE) also helped write the plan. 

Additionally, an Implementation Plan was developed that highlights low- and no-cost 
strategies that can be accomplished while funding for the implementation of more 
expensive KELP strategies is sought. One such strategy was the correlation of NAAEE’s 
Excellence in Environmental Education: Guidelines for Learning (K-12) to the Kentucky 
Core Academic Standards (KCAS). Kentucky adopted the National Common Core Stan-
dards for English language arts and math in their entirety, so the alignment is beneficial 
for those individuals in any of the 46 states that have adopted the Common Core. This is 
especially relevant for nonformal educators who want to showcase how their programs 
support school curriculum. Additionally, correlations help educators understand more fully 
what children are learning at various age levels.

These correlations clearly convey that environmental education is a multidisciplinary 
subject. There has been a concerted effort to select those connections between environ-
mental education and the standards that would be evident to teachers and administrators 
who are less familiar with the field of environment education and avoid stretching 
correlations beyond what seemed reasonable.. We have found that many of the ELA and 
math standards meet the goals of Strand #1, with limited connections in Strands #2 and 
#3. Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) correlations are under development and 
should be published in late 2013. Strong connections to Strand #2 and several NGSS 
Crosscutting Concepts are indicated. The KELP, Implementation Plan, and correlations are 
all available on the KEEC Website, at http://www.keec.ky.gov/publications/.

back to text

Preparation and Professional  
Development of Environmental  
Educators
Environmental educators work in a variety of settings, at a variety 
of jobs. They teach in public and private classrooms, and lead 
activities for children and adults at nonformal educational institutions 
such as nature centers, zoos, museums, and parks. They teach at 
universities in environmental studies, geography, natural resource, 
education, and science programs. They develop curriculum materials 
and administer national, state, and local programs. Regardless 
of the setting, Guidelines for the Preparation and Professional 
Development of Environmental Educators (first published in 2000 
and revised in 2010) offers recommendations about the basic 
competencies that educators need in order to use instructional mate-
rials and other resources to be successful in their efforts and to help 
learners achieve environmental literacy.

The guidelines provide a mechanism for gauging the quality of 
pre-service and in-service preparation programs and the abilities 
of environmental educators working in the field. Instead of offering 
fixed rules, these guidelines suggest a broad vision—a goal to work 
toward and a guide for professional development. The guidelines are 
organized around six themes: environmental literacy, foundations 
of environmental education, professional responsibilities of the 
environmental educator, planning and implementing environmental 
education programs, fostering learning, and assessment and 
evaluation (see Box #7). Each theme describes the competencies 
that should be included in environmental educators’ pre-service and 
on-going professional development. 

The guidelines are used as texts and reference materials in 
undergraduate and graduate education courses and as a template 
for designing environmental education courses. For example, the 
guidelines were used for the development of on-line master’s degree 
courses in natural resources at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens 
Point. The guidelines are used by supervisors interested in creating 
staff development programs and as a self-assessment tool for anyone 
wishing to plot a personal professional development plan. For exam-
ple, the Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education (CAEE) uses 
them to design training curricula for youth (see Box #8).

Students from Denver’s 
Whittier K-8 sample 
macroinvertebrates 
in Estes Park near the 
continental divide. Photo 
by E. Masse

http://www.keec.ky.gov/publications/
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BOX #7

Summary of the Guidelines for the Preparation and Professional Development of 
Environmental Educators

Theme #1. Environmental Literacy: Educators must be competent in the skills and understandings 
outlined in Excellence in Environmental Education-Guidelines for Learning (K-12).
1.1  Questioning, analysis, and interpretation skills
1.2  Knowledge of environmental processes and systems
1.3  Skills for understanding and addressing environmental issues
1.4 Personal and civic responsibility

Theme #2. Foundations of environmental education: Educators must have a basic 
understanding of the goals, theory, practice, and history of the field of environmental education.
2.1  Fundamental characteristics and goals of environmental education
2.2  How environmental education is implemented
2.3 The evolution of the field

Theme #3. Professional responsibilities of the environmental educator: Educators must 
understand and accept the responsibilities associated with practicing environmental education.
3.1  Exemplary environmental education practice
3.2 Emphasis on education, not advocacy
3.3  Ongoing learning and professional development

Theme #4. Planning and implementing environmental education: Educators must combine the 
fundamentals of high-quality education with the unique features of environmental education to design 
and implement effective instruction.
4.1 Knowledge of learners
4.2 Knowledge of instructional methodologies
4.3 Planning for instruction
4.4  Knowledge of environmental education materials and resources
4.5 Technologies that assist learning
4.6 Settings for instruction
4.7 Curriculum planning

Theme #5. Fostering learning: Educators must enable learners to engage in open inquiry and 
investigation, especially when considering environmental issues that are controversial and require 
students to seriously reflect on their own and others’ perspectives.
5.1  A climate for learning about and exploring the environment
5.2  An inclusive and collaborative learning environment
5.3 Flexible and responsive instruction

Theme #6. Assessment and evaluation: Environmental educators must possess the knowledge, 
abilities, and commitment to make assessment and evaluation integral to instruction and programs.
6.1 Learners outcomes
6.2 Assessment that is part of instruction
6.3 Improving instruction
6.4 Evaluating programs back to text

BOX #8

Using the Preparation and Professional Development Guidelines to Develop  
New Leaders in Environmental Education

Katie Navin, Executive Director, Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education, Golden, CO

Unlike many professions, there isn’t always a clear pathway to becoming an environmental 
educator. Many youth and young adults may not even think of it as a possible career. 
However, many youth are interested in the environment and look for opportunities to get 
experience volunteering at nature centers, working summer camp jobs, and more. How 
can we develop those opportunities into career pathways, particularly for underrepresented 
individuals who may enter the environmental education field?

Beginning in 2009, the Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education (CAEE) (http://
www.caee.org/) worked with the Greenway Foundation’s South Platte River Environmental 
Education Program or SPREE (http://www.greenwayfoundation.org/web/) to combine youth 
employment opportunities with environmental education certification. SPREE hired a crew 
of River Rangers, all high school and college students, to lead summer programs, facilitate 
boat tours on the Cherry Creek, and serve as counselors alongside the organization’s staff 
at the program’s summer day camp. CAEE designed a 20-hour environmental education 
training curriculum that was built into the River Ranger’s regular work schedule and helped 
the ranger’s start a portfolio demonstrating their knowledge and skills in environmental 
education. The training curriculum was based on the Guidelines for the Preparation and 
Professional Development of Environmental Educators. The work experience is a critical part 
of the program, ensuring that participants are able to practice and reflect on the skills that 
they learn through the training. After completing both the training and work experience, 
youth have the opportunity to submit their portfolio for peer review and environmental 
education certification. Six youth have achieved the status of Certified Environmental Edu-
cator through the experience and many more have received certificates of participation for 
completing the training and work experience.

The program has grown to include additional groups and continues to be strengthened 
and modified to meet the unique needs of youth participants, particularly those who are 
underrepresented in the field of environmental education, and ensure that they have 
the knowledge and skills to obtain entry-level positions in the field. CAEE members have 
expressed interest in a similar training curriculum for volunteers who conduct environmental 
education in other venues.

back to text

http://www.caee.org/
http://www.caee.org/
http://www.greenwayfoundation.org/web/


80 Across the Spectrum 81Chapter 4: Promoting Excellence in Environmental Education

Use of the guidelines has expanded to include the development 
of state professional educator certification programs (see Box 
#9). Modeled after certification programs in professions such 
as forestry, wetland ecology, and urban planning, these state 
initiatives, targeted primarily to nonformal educators, aim to 
improve practice and increase professional credibility.14 

Developing Comprehensive  
Environmental Education Programs
Although, much of environmental education takes place in 
schools, supporting the development of environmental literacy 
does not stop when individuals leave the school building. Envi-
ronmental education also takes place in a variety of settings for 
youth and adults—such as at zoos, museums, and nature centers, 
at libraries, and in neighborhoods. Community-based groups, ser-
vice organizations, religious groups (see Box #10), Boys’ and 
Girls’ clubs, Elderhostel programs, sports organizations such as 
the NFL and NASCAR, and ecotourism operations may be involved 
in the development of environmental education programing. 

The guidelines have 
been the backbone 
of several state 
professional educator 
certificate programs.

BOX #9

The Utah Project for Excellence in Environmental Education

Andree Walker Bravo, Executive Director Utah Society for Environmental Education, Salt Lake City, UT

The environmental education guidelines from the National Project for Excellence in Envi-
ronmental Education are integral to the work we do at the Utah Society for Environmental 
Education (www.usee.org). Though we rely on all of the guidelines quite heavily, the Guide-
lines for the Preparation and Professional Development of Environmental Educators serve 
as a cornerstone of our Utah Environmental Education Certification Program. Participants 
work through assignments and readings correlated to each indicator in the guidelines to 
demonstrate competency and mastery. Upon successful completion, they become certified 
environmental educators in Utah. The guidelines give us a strong, nationally recognized 
basis for our program, which provides credibility both in Utah and beyond. 

In addition to using the preparation and professional development guidelines, we also rely 
heavily on the Environmental Education Materials: Guidelines for Excellence and Nonfor-
mal Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence. As a non-advocacy 
organization, we avoid placing judgment on materials, programs, and resources dissemi-
nated by other groups or agencies. Occasionally, we have been confronted with materials 
that seem anti-environment and are asked to speak out or take a stand. The guidelines 
have been invaluable. We have been able to assess these materials (or programs) using 
nationally recognized criteria and provide credible feedback. It allows USEE to protect our 
non-advocacy perspective and also ensure high quality environmental education is taking 
place in Utah. We look to the guidelines as a structure and “safety net” of sorts for our 
entire organization.

back to text
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Nonformal Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for 
Excellence (first published in 2004 and revised in 2010) points 
out six key characteristics of high quality nonformal environ-
mental education programs, focusing on needs assessment, 
organizational needs and capacities, program scope and 
structure, program delivery resources, program quality and 
appropriateness, and evaluation (see Box #11). Taken togeth-
er, these guidelines provide a tool that can be used to ensure a 
firm foundation for new programs or to trigger improvements 
in existing ones. The term “environmental education program” 
is used in these guidelines to mean an integrated sequence of 
planned educational experiences and materials intended to reach 
a particular set of objectives. Programs, taken together, are the 
methods by which an organization’s overall education goals are 
accomplished. Programs can be small or large and can range 
from one-time events to short-term programs or long-term, 
community capacity-building efforts.

Developing Programs for the  
Very Young: Early Childhood  
Environmental Education
Environmental education in early childhood is a holistic concept 
that encompasses experiences in the natural world that ulti-
mately supports the development of understandings as well as 

emotions, dispositions, and skills. Early 
Childhood Environmental Education Pro-
grams: Guidelines for Excellence (NAAEE 
2010) contains a set of recommenda-
tions for developing and administering 
high-quality environmental education 
programs for young children from birth 
to age eight, with a focus on ages 
three to six. The overall goal of these 
guidelines is to chart an appropriate and 
positive process whereby educators can 
start young children on their journeys 
toward becoming environmentally 
responsive youth and adults.

Bringing the environment into the early 
childhood classroom. Photo by S. W. Ridge

Learning about natural 
systems. Photo from US 
Fish and Wildlife Service

BOX #10

Earth Care Congregations: National Presbyterian Initiative Takes Root in Carolina21

William Seaman, Professor Emeritus, University of Florida
Jane Laping, University of North Carolina Charlotte
Katie Holmes, Environmental Ministries, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

The national Earth Care Congregation program of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) began in 
2010, and certified 21 churches in 16 states in its first year, including three in North Carolina. 
Certification reflects an increased environmental literacy, commitment, and ability of the congre-
gation to make informed choices concerning sustainability of natural resources. Emphasis is in 
four broad areas, namely, worship, education, outreach, and facilities. This purposefully makes 
for the engagement of most or all church committees in the activity. Each congregation has 
complete autonomy to undertake efforts that meet its identified needs and priorities and to build 
on strengths while creating new opportunities. 

The Earth Care practices of the three North Carolina congregations were assessed, through 
review of their initial applications, to identify ways in which they reflect or incorporate funda-
mental practices of environmental education. These churches are First Presbyterian of Asheville, 
Davidson College Presbyterian of Davidson, and Montreat Presbyterian of Montreat.

The analysis concluded that the Earth Care process, content, and efforts highly conform to the 
Guidelines for Excellence of the North American Association for Environmental Education. Of the 
65 indicators reviewed, 94 percent are embodied by one or more specific Earth Care practices 
of one or more congregations or the overall denomination. The assessment also indicated some 
items where future effort can be enhanced and ways that the guidelines assessment form could 
be adapted for use in planning and implementing Earth Care programs.

back to text
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BOX #11

Summary of Nonformal Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence

Key Characteristic #1. Needs assessment: Nonformal environmental education programs 
are designed to address identified environmental, educational, and community needs and to 
produce responsive, responsible benefits that address those identified needs.
1.1 Environmental issue or condition
1.2 Inventory of existing programs and materials 
1.3 Audience needs

Key Characteristic #2. Organizational needs and capacities: Nonformal environmental 
education programs support and complement their parent organization’s mission, purpose, and 
goals.
2.1 Consistent with organizational priorities
2.2 Organization’s need for the program identified
2.3 Organization’s existing resources inventoried

Key Characteristic #3. Program scope and structure: Nonformal environmental education 
programs should be designed with well-articulated goals and objectives that state how the pro-
gram will contribute to the development of environmental literacy.
3.1 Goals and objectives for the program
3.2 Fit with goals and objectives of environmental education
3.3 Program format and delivery 
3.4 Partnerships and collaboration

Key Characteristic #4. Program delivery resources: Nonformal environmental education 
programs require careful planning to ensure that well-trained staff, facilities, and support  
materials are available to accomplish program goals and objectives.
4.1 Assessment of resources needs
4.2 Quality instructional staff
4.3 Facilities management
4.4 Provision of support materials 
4.5 Emergency planning

Key Characteristic #5. Program quality and appropriateness: Nonformal environmental 
education programs are built on a foundation of quality instructional materials and thorough 
planning.
5.1 Quality instructional materials and techniques
5.2 Field testing
5.3 Promotion, marketing, and dissemination
5.4 Sustainability

Key Characteristic #6. Evaluation: Nonformal environmental education programs define and 
measure results in order to improve current programs, ensure accountability, and maximize the 
effects of future efforts.
6.1 Determination of evaluation strategies
6.2 Effective evaluation techniques and criteria
6.3 Use of evaluation results back to text

The guidelines identify six key characteristics of high-quality 
early childhood environmental education programs, focusing on 
program philosophy, purpose, and development; developmentally 
appropriate practices; play and exploration; curriculum frame-
work for environmental learning; places and space; and educator 
preparation (see Box #12). The guidelines provide direction yet 
offer flexibility in shaping content, technique, and other aspects 
of program delivery.

These guidelines can be used to offer a way of judging the 
relative merit of different programs, provide standards and 
benchmarks for new programs, and supply a set of ideas about 
a well-rounded early childhood environmental education pro-
gram. As with the Nonformal Guidelines, significant opportunity 
exists for using the guidelines for summative evaluation (where 
determinations of the impact of practice is sought) 
as well as for formative evaluation (where keeping 
track of the program’s progress over time is desired). 
Administrators, educators, or researchers wishing 
to improve programming may design and conduct 
evaluation utilizing the guidelines, whether on a 
formative or summative basis, or both. To assist in 
this process, the Early Childhood Environmental Ed-
ucation Rating Scale: A Formative Evaluation Tool to 
Help Programs Improve Nature Education for Young 
Children (ECEERS) was developed. The ECEERS, 
which has been validated by subject matter experts 
and assessed for reliability, guides evaluators, 
step-by-step, through a detailed analysis of their 
programs using a seven-point Likert-type scale for 
each of the 32 guidelines. Using the ECEERS as 
a collaborative formative evaluation tool facilitates 
the development of strategic plans for specific and 
relevant program improvement (see Box #13).

Dissemination and Evaluation
In addition to developing the various Guidelines for Excellence 
publications, a major effort has been made to disseminate them 
to practitioners around North America. Guidelines for Excellence 
workshops are offered to ensure that organizations and envi-
ronmental education professionals are able to use the guidelines 

Significant 
opportunities exist for 
using the guidelines 
for formative as 
well as summative 
program evaluation.

Early environmental investigations. 
Photo by S. W. Ridge
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BOX #12

Summary of Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for 
Excellence

Key Characteristic #1. Program  
Philosophy, Purpose, and Development

1.1 Focus on nature and the environment

1.2 Focus on education of young children

1.3  Culturally appropriate goals, objectives, 
and practices

1.4  Environmental literacy: board, staff, and 
providers

1.5 Health and safety

1.6 Ongoing evaluation and assessment

1.7 Partnerships

1.8  Interpersonal and intergenerational rela-
tionships

 
Key Characteristic #2. Developmentally 
Appropriate Practices

 2.1  Based on research and theory

 2.2  Authentic experiences

 2.3  Child-directed and inquiry-based

 2.4  The whole child

Key Characteristic #3. Play and  
Exploration

3.1   Use of natural world and natural  
materials

3.2  Play and the role of adults 

Key Characteristic #4. Curriculum  
Framework for Environmental Learning

4.1  Social and emotional growth

4.2  Curiosity and questioning

4.3   Development of environmental  
understandings

4.4  Skills for understanding the  
environment

4.5  A personal sense of responsibility and 
caring

4.6 Physical health and development 

Key Characteristic #5. Places and Spaces

5.1  Spaces and places to enhance  
development

5.2 Natural components

5.3 Comfortable for both children and adults

5.4 Maintenance and usability

5.5 Health, safety, and risk

5.6 Environmental sustainability 

Key Characteristic #6. Educator  
Preparation

6.1  Foundations of early childhood  
environmental education

6.2  Professional responsibilities of the  
educator

6.3 Environmental literacy

6.4   Planning and implementing environmen-
tal education

6.5 Fostering learning 

6.6 Assessment and evaluation

back to text

BOX #13

Strengthening Early Childhood Environmental Education through Formative Evaluation

Yash Bhagwanji, Associate Professor, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL

At Faith Lutheran Preschool in North Palm Beach, Assistant Director Pilar Tucker initiated an evaluation of 
the organization’s preschool curriculum and program utilizing the Early Childhood Environmental Edu-
cation Rating Scale (ECEERS). She took the lead in approaching select members of the school commu-
nity. Following their agreement to be involved, an evaluation team was formed that consisted of Tucker, 
another school administrator, a school board member, a parent, two toddler teachers, and two preschool 
teachers. Copies of ECEERS and school handbooks, as well as the link to NAAEE’s Early Childhood Envi-
ronmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence, were distributed to all team members and a 
date was set for the first meeting. 

The first three key characteristics were discussed in detail and scores were determined based on consen-
sus at the first meeting. A second meeting was organized to discuss the next three key characteristics, 
with a third meeting organized to complete the profiles and determine action plans. Having the guidelines 
on-hand for consultation was “very helpful in providing clarifications,” according to Mrs. Tucker. The team 
determined that the program’s strengths clustered around Key Characteristic #4: Curriculum Framework 
for Environmental Learning, and that the areas requiring the most improvement included Key Characteristic 
#1 (Program Philosophy, Purpose and Development) and Key Characteristic #6 (Educator Preparation). 

The team decided to address the philosophy issue first since that constituted “the backbone of the 
program.” At a school meeting, the philosophy was discussed and recommendations for changes were 
made and approved by the entire teaching staff. The new philosophy statement was then forwarded to 
the church council and the board of education for scrutiny and approval. The statement was unanimously 
approved by both bodies. The issue of educating the teachers to become more environmentally literate, 
on the other hand, was assigned to the school directors. The directors decided on two approaches: (a) 
utilize existing in-service training opportunities that would also count as hours in the Quality Counts pro-
gram, a Palm Beach County initiative to improve the quality of children’s developmental and educational 
services; and (b) develop an in-house curriculum that “integrates the natural environment into everyday 
lessons and how to use nature and the outdoors as a learning tool.” 

Included in the in-house curriculum was a three-hour workshop training session on “Growing up Wild” 
delivered by an education staff from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission. Each participating teach-
er and administrator also received the “Growing up Wild” curriculum guide. Mrs. Tucker reported that it 
has taken two years to change preschool practices (curriculum and teaching) from a focus on the “po-
lar region” and other faraway places to local South Florida natural environments. The teachers are now 
more aware of being environmental educators, she said, and have planned lessons more suitable to the 
environments relevant in the area. Altogether, they “have learned more about [the] surrounding area 
wildlife, and will continue to provide more environmental education opportunities for the children.”

By taking the time to review the early childhood guidelines and use the rating scale as a formative eval-
uation tool, the Faith Lutheran Preschool was able to identify specific areas of needed improvement. The 
process allowed them to re-visit the school philosophy and focus their environmental education profes-
sional development efforts.

back to text
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effectively to improve environmental education practice and 
ultimately, environmental quality. Many of these workshops are 
conducted through the highly successful Guidelines Trainers’ 
Bureau. The Guidelines Trainers’ Bureau, established in 2004, 
is comprised of a cadre of environmental educators who, after 
participating in intensive professional development, facilitate 
Guidelines for Excellence workshops and make presentations 
in their own states and regions.15 In addition to workshops, the 
Guidelines for Excellence are disseminated through EElinked16 
and through webinars.17

As dissemination efforts have developed, evaluations have been 
conducted. To help focus evaluation efforts, a project logic model 
was used to develop an evaluation plan.18 End-of-workshop 
evaluations have been positive and indicate that participants 
enjoy the workshops, find them useful, and plan to use the 
guidelines in their work. Most workshop participants (91 percent) 
were able to describe at least one example of how they planned 
to use the guidelines in the near future. In addition, interviews 
conducted with a random sample of participants 4 to 6 months 
after participation in a workshop found that most had used the 
guidelines to inform their practice.

Final Thoughts
In developing the guidelines, an effort was made to tap into the 
collective wisdom of thousands of researchers and practitioners 
from around the world. The guidelines provide guidance—they 
have always been envisioned as living documents that are meant 
to be adapted to the myriad of settings where environmental 
education takes place. They are tools to be used to help us all im-
prove what we do and, ultimately, to foster strong environmental 
literacy. The Guidelines for Excellence not only help practitioners 
avoid the waste of re-inventing the wheel, but they have served 
as a mechanism for professionalizing the field of environmental 
education. They are being used to improve instructional materials 
and programs and as the backbone of professional certification 
programs. As research-based documents, vetted by thousands 
of educators, they shield the field against external criticisms 
by providing valid, credible evidence of quality environmental 
education practice. 

End-of-workshop 
evaluations have been 
positive and indicate 
that participants enjoy 
the workshops, find 
them useful, and plan 
to use the guidelines in 
their work.
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Overview
Environmental education (EE) can provide opportunities for 
positive youth development, which refers to an asset-based and 
integrated approach to promoting young people’s well-being. This 
chapter focuses on youth environmental action, a participatory 
form of EE in which learners analyze the causes of environmental 
problems and take action with others to generate and implement 
solutions. Specifically, the chapter describes how the practices of 
educators facilitating youth environmental action also contribute 
to positive outcomes for young people’s physical, intellectual, 
psychological, and social development. 

Introduction
The state of New York is home to various programs that support 
youth environmental action. In Buffalo, for instance, young people 
guided by staff of the Massachusetts Avenue Project’s Growing 
Green Program1 have transformed vacant residential lots into 
a vibrant urban farm where they grow, market, and distribute 
organic produce for communities, restaurants, and retail outlets 
in the city. Similarly, teens working with East New York Farms!2 in 
Brooklyn grow food for the community, manage a neighborhood 
farmers’ market, and educate residents about healthy eating. Near 
Albany students at Farnsworth Middle School manage Butterfly 
Station.3 There, they raise native plants and butterflies to release 
into the wild as part of an ongoing collaboration to restore the re-
gion’s pine bush habitat. And in Lansing, middle school students in 
an after school program offered by Cornell Cooperative Extension 
of Tompkins County’s Rural Youth Services4 educate local residents 
through a “Green Homes” documentary that they produced, 
which explains ways to make homes more energy efficient and 
environmentally friendly. These are only a handful of examples in 
which youth—referring to adolescents who are in the period of life 
moving from childhood to adulthood5—have engaged in action to 
improve their local environments.

Over time, as the contributions of each group of participating 
youth build upon those of earlier groups, these programs have 
made substantial improvements to natural and built environments. 
While impressive, the tangible environmental changes resulting 
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from such programs often are not the most important outcomes in 
the eyes of the educators facilitating them. Of greater value from 
an educational perspective are the ways in which participating in 
urban farming, habitat restoration, or environmental documentary 
production enables young people not only to learn about the 
environment but to learn about themselves and to develop 
their capacities.6 It is important to note that in this chapter the 
definition of “participation” extends beyond simply taking part in 
a project to having a part or share in the project. This notion of 
“participation” relates to empowerment, ownership, a sense of 
being taken seriously, and being able to make an impact.7

This chapter focuses on youth environmental action, a partici-
patory approach to environmental education in which youth and 
adults collectively design and implement projects to create positive 
environmental change. More specifically, the chapter discusses 
how youth environmental action can contribute to positive youth 
development (PYD). Positive youth development is an asset-based 
and integrated approach to promoting young people’s well-being 
in physical (e.g., health habits), intellectual (e.g., critical thinking 
and decision-making skills), psychological (e.g., confidence in 
personal efficacy), and social (e.g., trust with others) realms. The 
first section expands on the meaning of PYD and then describes 
the educational approach of environmental action. Next, evidence 
that environmental action programs can result in 
PYD outcomes is reviewed. The final section covers 
the practices of educators who facilitate youth 
environmental action and the parallels apparent 
between their practices and PYD.

Understanding PYD can help environmental 
educators extend their impacts with youth by 
incorporating PYD principles in program planning, 
implementation, and evaluation. Furthermore, 
recognizing the link between PYD and EE can be 
useful for partnering with youth development 
organizations to design and implement programs 
that expand EE’s reach. Indeed, several examples 
in this chapter come from youth development orga-
nizations that engage their participants in action 
to improve local environments, while concurrently 
advancing PYD goals.

Students in an after-school 
program produced an 
educational documentary 
about green homes featuring 
local residents. Photo courtesy 
Cornell Cooperative Extension 
of Tompkins County

Understanding PYD can 
help environmental 
educators extent 
the benefits of their 
programs with youth, 
as well as partner with 
youth development 
organizations to 
expand EE’s reach.
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What Is Positive Youth Development?
A paradigm shift in the youth development field has occurred in recent 
decades from a problem-reduction orientation to a broader concept of 
positive youth development. What does this umbrella phrase—positive 
youth development or PYD—encompass?

This concept focuses on promoting youth’s physical, intellectual, 
psychological, and social well-being. Whereas the problem-reduction 
approach viewed youth as recipients of services intended to decrease 
problems such as alcohol use, violence, or unintended pregnancy, PYD 
takes an assets-based approach8 that values young people’s strengths 
and potential. Positive youth development acknowledges that youth 
can be “problem-free” and still not be well prepared for adulthood. 
Thus, PYD takes a more comprehensive approach, helping youth to 
build competencies and successfully negotiate the salient developmen-
tal tasks of adolescence.9 

Along with this paradigm shift from a focus on reducing problems to 
strengthening assets, the youth development field is moving from a 
silo approach that views youth development occurring in independent 
contexts (such as schools or organized youth programs) to a perspec-
tive that considers developmental experiences that occur throughout 
the daily lives young people, including interactions with peers, family, 
and nonfamilial adults.10 From this perspective, PYD occurs not only in 
a school or specific youth program but also through the efforts of an 
entire community.

Assets That Promote Well-being

The process of PYD provides opportunities for youth to develop a 
variety of personal assets contributing to an individual’s well-being. 
Researchers have used various frameworks11 to describe these assets, 
called PYD outcomes. Although these frameworks vary in how they 
categorize specific items, they demonstrate consistency in general 
content. The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine’s 
Committee on Community-Level Programs for Youth conducted one of 
the most comprehensive reviews to date and published those results 
in the report Community Programs to Promote Youth Development. 
They organized key assets that promote an individual’s well-being into 
four categories as shown in Table 1. It is important to note that these 
assets will manifest differently in different cultures.12

A paradigm shift in the 
youth development 
field has occurred in 
recent decades from 
a problem-reduction 
orientation to a broader 
concept of positive 
youth development.

Physical 
development

• Good health habits
• Good health risk management skills

Intellectual 
development

• Knowledge of essential life skills
• Knowledge of essential vocational skills
• School success
• Rational habits of mind – critical thinking and reasoning 

skills
• In-depth knowledge of more than one culture
• Good decision-making skills
• Knowledge of skills needed to navigate through multiple 

cultural contexts

Psychological 
and emotional 
development

• Good mental health including positive self-regard
• Good emotional self-regulation skills
• Good coping skills
• Good conflict resolution skills
• Mastery motivation and positive achievement motivation
• Confidence in one’s personal efficacy
• “Planfulness” – planning for the future and future life 

events
• Sense of personal autonomy/responsibility for self
• Optimism coupled with realism
• Coherent and positive personal and social identity
• Prosocial and culturally sensitive values
• Spirituality or a sense of a “larger” purpose in life
• Strong moral character
• A commitment to good use of time

Social 
development

• Connectedness – perceived good relationships and trust 
with parents, peers, and some other adults

• Sense of social place/integration – being connected and 
valued by larger social networks

• Attachment to prosocial/conventional institutions, such as 
school, church, nonschool youth programs

• Ability to navigate in multiple cultural contexts
• Commitment to civic engagement

TABLE 1. Assets That Promote Well-Being Identified by the Committee on 
Community-Level Programs for Youth (NRC 2002).

back to text
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Characteristics of Settings That Promote Positive  
Youth Development

In addition to identifying PYD outcomes, the National Research Council 
report describes characteristics of settings (e.g., families, schools, 
neighborhoods, community programs) that maximize PYD. They pres-
ent this as a provisional list, subject to further study, “of the processes 
or ‘active ingredients’ that community programs could use in designing 
programs likely to facilitate positive youth development.”13 Settings 
likely to contribute to PYD will have some of the following features:

n		 	Physical and psychological safety (e.g., safe and health-pro-
moting facilities; safe peer group interaction)

n		 	Appropriate structure (e.g., clear and consistent expectations)
n		 	Supportive relationships (e.g., warmth, connectedness, good 

communication, guidance)
n		 	Opportunities to belong (e.g., meaningful inclusion, social 

engagement)
n		 	Positive social norms (e.g., rules of behavior; values and morals)
n		 	Support for efficacy and mattering (e.g., making a real 

difference in one’s community, being taken seriously, responsibility 
granting, meaningful challenge)

n		 	Opportunities for skill building (e.g., intentional learning  
experiences)

n		 	Integration of family, school, and community efforts  
(e.g., coordination among family, school, and community)

n		 	The implementation of these features will vary across programs 
because each program has different participants, goals, resources, 
and constraints; however, the more of these features that are 
present in a given setting, the more likely it is that PYD outcomes 
will result.14

With this overview of PYD in mind, let us now consider one approach 
to EE that has been shown to generate PYD outcomes for participants: 
youth environmental action.

What Is “Environmental Action”?
Increasingly occurring in youth development programs, community 
organizations, and science classes (Box 1), environmental action 
provides inspiring examples of adolescents and adults working in part-
nership to create local environmental change in arenas such as food 
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systems, community gardens, habitat restoration, water quality, air 
pollution, urban development, and environmental justice. Environmental 
action is one pedagogical approach that falls within the “democratic” 
paradigm of EE15 and overlaps in some ways with other EE approaches, 
such as place-based education,16 community-based education,17 issues 
investigation,18 environmental project-based learning,19 and environ-
mental service-learning.20 Rather than focusing on instrumental aims to 
modify learners’ lifestyle behaviors (e.g., consume less, recycle more), 
environmental action reflects a participatory approach in which learners 
develop the abilities to analyze the causes of environmental problems 
and take action with others to generate and implement solutions. 
Environmental action involves deliberate decisions, planning, imple-
mentation, and reflection by an individual or group with the intention 
to achieve a specific environmental outcome.21 Examples include per-
suading local government officials to implement erosion control along a 
stream bank in response to water quality testing revealing high levels of 
sediment,22 or reclaiming a city lot for a vegetable garden and growing 
produce for a local community kitchen in response to a community 
survey documenting limited local access to fresh produce.23 Many EE 
approaches might contribute to PYD, for example, via science learning 
or mentoring relationships. However, environmental action is especially 
well suited to PYD because youth play significant decision making 
roles.

A study in the United States (U.S.) documented youth environ-
mental action occurring in the following five forms: 24

n	 		physical environmental improvements (e.g., restoring 
natural habitats);

n	 		community education (e.g., organizing community festi-
vals and information fairs; producing educational media like 
newsletters, brochures, or videos);

n	 		inquiry (e.g., community assessments, surveys, and map-
ping; environmental monitoring; scientific experiments designed  
to inform or evaluate action);

n	 		public issue analysis and advocacy for policy change  
(e.g., researching and analyzing the environmental impacts of 
on-site wastewater treatment regulations and presenting policy 
recommendations to a state legislative committee); and

n	 		products or services contributing to community development 
(e.g., sustainably growing food for sale at a neighborhood farmers 
market).

Rather than focusing 
on instrumental aims 
to modify learners’ 
lifestyle behaviors (e.g., 
consume less, recycle 
more), environmental 
action reflects a 
participatory approach 
in which learners 
develop the abilities to 
analyze the causes of 
environmental problems 
and take action with 
others to generate and 
implement solutions.

Students from the Satellite 
Academy High School in the 
Bronx, learn about composting 
in a community garden. Photo 
by A. Kudryavtsev
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Any given project typically involves multiple forms of action. For 
example, a middle school teacher might guide students in re-
search from which they conclude that habitat loss is the primary 
threat to an endangered butterfly species. The students then 
could choose to work with a local park to improve the physical 
environment by restoring native prairie habitat, and they also 
could organize an educational festival to teach younger children 
about these issues.

Researchers studying environmental action have identified 
several important characteristics that further define this 
educational approach. For instance, the action is intentional, 
or consciously undertaken with reference to motives and 
reasons, and ideally targeted at the root causes of a problem. 
It can contribute directly to solving that problem (people-en-
vironment relations) or indirectly influence others to do so 
(people-to-people relations).25 Typically, environmental action 
involves ecological and/or social inquiry to inform and evaluate 
action in an iterative, cyclical process;26 thus, both science and 
civic engagement are central in this approach.27 Action involves 
young people’s genuine participation28 in the form of shared 
decision making with adults.29 In other words, youth take part 
in making meaning of a particular environmental problem by 
defining it, analyzing its causes, and envisioning and enacting 
possible solutions.

Environmental Action and Civic Engagement

Because environmental action involves young people’s authentic 
participation in community issues, it can not only improve local 
environments but also help youth grow as citizens.30 This is 
an important educational aim, because, as Danish EE scholars 
Jensen and Schnack explain,

…environmental problems are structurally anchored in society 
and our ways of living. For this reason it is necessary to find 
solutions to these problems at both the societal and individual 
level. This is why the aim of environmental education must 
be to make present and future citizens capable of acting on a 
societal as well as a personal level.31

Because environmental 
action involves young 
people’s authentic 
participation in 
community issues, it 
can not only improve 
local environments but 
also help youth grow as 
citizens.

Books, curricula, and websites on youth environmental action

Books

• Driskell, David. Creating Better Cities with Children and Youth: A Manual for Participa-
tion. London: Earthscan. 2002.

• Hart, Roger. Children’ Participation: The Theory and Practice of Involving Young Citizens 
in Community Development and Environmental Care. London: Earthscan. 1997.

• Urban Places Project. The YouthPower Guide: How to Make Your Community Better.  
Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Extension. 2000. http://annforsyth.net/
wp-content/uploads/2012/05/YouthPower_20001.pdf

Programs and Curricula

• Earth Force http://www.earthforce.org/

• The Food Project http://thefoodproject.org/food-project-toolbox

• Garden Mosaics http://www.gardenmosaics.org

• Give Water a Hand http://www.uwex.edu/erc/gwah/

• Give Forests a Hand http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/gfah/

• Health and Environment Activities Research Tool http://depts.washington.edu/ceeh/
downloads/HEART_Manual.pdf

• Project Learning Tree’s GreenWorks! http://www.plt.org/greenworks

• Project Wild’s Science and Civics: Sustaining Wildlife http://www.projectwild.org/ 
ScienceandCivics.htm

Stories of Youth Environmental Action

• President’s Environmental Youth Awards http://www2.epa.gov/ 
education/presidents-environmental-youth-award

• What Kids Can Do - Feature Stories - Science, Environment,  
and Technology http://www.whatkidscando.org/featurestories/index.html#science

BOX #1
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Indeed, educators facilitating youth participation in local envi-
ronmental action have described developing youth as citizens 
and change agents as a primary educational aim.32 Interestingly, 
many practitioners’ deem their efforts successful whether youth 
continue participating in environmental action or choose to 
engage as citizens in other ways, as explained by the director of 
a youth urban agriculture program:

I’m very passionate about creating opportunities for youth to 
really look at themselves and identify their own strengths. And 
then, I mean it’s probably twofold, my other passion is food 
and really getting kids to look at where their food comes from 
and the importance of food in their lives and in the lives of the 
community as a whole… And so I think the rewards of my work 
come from seeing kids kind of get that piece but also learn about 
themselves and learn what their strengths are and seeing them 
use those strengths. Whether they’re gonna garden or not or 
whether they go on to be farmers or not isn’t so important to 
me. If they move forward and in a way where they’re more 
confident and they really can see themselves as leaders then I 
feel like I’ve made a [difference].33

The reflection of another educator sums up this sentiment:

There’s a whole different dimension to it in terms of how 
you’re helping shape their understanding of the world and 
their sense of being able to act in it and I think in some ways 
that is more important than the … projects that we get out  
of it at the end.34

Given this emphasis on developing youth as citizens, another way 
to think about environmental action is as a form of “youth civic 
engagement.” This refers to “young citizens developing civic skills 
and habits as they actively shape democratic society in collabora-
tion with others.”35 Youth environmental action involves feedback 
loops by which youth contribute to environmental action, which 
in turn enables youth to develop civic skills and habits and a host 
of other PYD assets. As youth develop these assets, they become 
increasingly able to participate effectively in environmental or 
other community action (Figure 1). In this way, environmental 
action and PYD may reinforce each other.36

Interestingly, many 
practitioners’ deem 
their efforts successful 
whether youth continue 
participating in 
environmental action or 
choose to engage as 
citizens in other ways.

Several researchers have documented ways in which youth 
environmental action improves environmental management, 
neighborhood planning, and community development.37 
One excellent resource is Roger Hart’s book Children’s 
Participation: The Theory and Practice of Involving 
Young Citizens in Community Development and 
Environmental Care. Of course, not all environmental 
action projects succeed in creating the change intend-
ed. Indeed, poorly guided projects can lead youth to 
feel disempowered, overwhelmed by environmental 
problems, and incapable of making a difference.38 
Thus, it is essential that educators are able to (1) offer 
guidance to youth in designing a project that is feasible 
and (2) transform project failures into opportunities to  
reflect upon and learn about the challenges of creating 
societal change.

Having described the concepts of PYD and environmental 
action, we now turn to the relationships between them. First, 
what PYD outcomes result from young people’s participation in 
environmental action? Second, what practices of environmen-
tal educators provide opportunities for PYD?

Youth Environmental Action  
Contributes to Positive Youth  
Development
Researchers have documented PYD outcomes resulting from 
environmental action programs. For example, Hawaiian 
students working together to select, investigate, and act on 
a local environmental issue improved their critical thinking 
skills; reading, writing, and oral communication skills; 
familiarity with technology; self-confidence; and citizenship 
competence.39 An evaluation of Earth Force, an environmental 
action program implemented in multiple locations across the 
U.S., found that participants learned to collaborate, conduct 
research, and express their views, while also developing 
increased confidence, efficacy, and understanding of diverse 
viewpoints.40

FIGURE 1. Youth participate 
in environmental action, 
which in turn provides 
opportunity for positive 
youth development. As 
youth develop assets they 
increase their capabilities 
to participate in action on 
environmental or other issues 
important to them.
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A study of nine youth environmental action projects in 
New York State (Table 2) involved group interviews with 
46 youth.41 When asked what they had learned through 
their specific programs, the young people enthusiastically 
described a variety of outcomes related to PYD,42 as shown 
in Table 3. It is important to note that interviews were con-
ducted with a subset of youth in each program, often those 
most actively engaged; thus, it cannot be assumed that the 
experience led to the development of assets for all partic-
ipants. Nonetheless, young people’s reports of developing 
assets that promote well-being through participation in 
environmental action are consistent with a growing body of 
evidence from other contexts that youth civic engagement 
contributes to positive developmental outcomes.43 How does 
this come about? Specifically, what are educators doing in 
their facilitation of youth environmental action projects that 
creates opportunities for youth to develop intellectually, 
physically, psychologically, and/or socially? The answer to 
this question, which will be discussed next, suggests recom-
mendations for EE practitioners who also are interested in 
fostering PYD.

Educator Practices That Promote 
Positive Youth Development
A study of youth environmental action in the U.S. involved 
interviews with 33 practitioners—people working in commu-
nity-based organizations, nature centers, science museums, 
extension associations, and after-school programs as well as 
middle and high school teachers.44 Each interview focused on 
the story of a specific action project, including how was it ini-
tiated; who was involved; what interactions occurred between 
youth, the educator, and other community members; in what 
ways the project was successful; and what challenges arose. 
From these stories, nine common themes in educators’ prac-
tices emerged (Table 4). No single individual’s story includes 
all nine themes; rather, across this set of 33 stories, the 
many different strategies and techniques used by educators 
can be grouped into these overarching practices:

Young people’s 
reports of developing 
assets that promote 
well-being through 
participation in 
environmental action 
are consistent with 
a growing body of 
evidence from other 
contexts that youth 
civic engagement 
contributes to positive 
developmental 
outcomes.

n		 	creating safe spaces;
n		 	building respectful, trusting relationships;
n		 	providing structure;
n		 		providing opportunities for meaningful contribution;
n		 		bridging differences and creating opportunities for all learners 

to contribute;
n		 		expanding horizons through novel experiences;
n		 		supporting youth as they encounter new challenges;
n		 		setting clear, rigorous expectations; and
n		 		connecting youth with their community.

Many of these practices closely overlap with the attributes 
of PYD settings identified in the National Research Council 
report discussed earlier (Table 4). That report describes these 
features as characteristics of an adolescent’s interaction with 
the setting.45 In the “setting” of environmental action, educators 
facilitate young people’s interactions with physical and social 
environments. Thus, we might view the features of PYD settings 
as principles for educational practice. These practices can be 
realized through diverse tools and techniques, which educators 
can adapt to participants’ capabilities and their own pedagogical 
styles.

Illustration: PYD in practice

Perhaps the best way to understand these practices is through 
an educator’s story. The following excerpt comes from a story 
about Caroline Youth Services (Caroline, New York), a youth 
development program taking place in a rural community after 
school and during summers (pers. comm). In this program, 
high school students are employed to guide middle school 
students in planning and implementing community events and 
service projects. One of these projects involved designing and 
building a perennial garden in front of the Caroline Town Hall. 
The story begins with the impetus for this project:

The project for the raised flower bed in front of the Town Hall, [the 
youth] designed it. The town board came to us with, ‘We want this 
to change in front. How do you want to change it?’ So that’s how 
this project came up. And that’s where it went through the [youth] 
group. We’ve been asked, ‘How do we want to change it?’

We might view the 
features of PYD 
settings as principles 
for educational 
practice. These 
practices can be 
realized through 
diverse tools and 
techniques, which 
educators can adapt 
to participants’ 
capabilities and their 
own pedagogical 
styles.
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TABLE 2. Youth Environmental Action Projects Studied in New York State.

Name
Educational  

Setting (New 
York State)

Projects of Focus  
for this Study

Forms of  
Action

# Youth 
Inter-
viewed

Program A Youth  
development 
program, urban

Youth maintained a community garden plot and 
contributed data to a citizen science program on 
urban weed management.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Inquiry

7

East  
New York 
Farms!

Community  
development  
organization, 
urban

Youth employed as interns participated in agricultural 
and leadership training, growing food for the 
community, managing a farmers’ market, and 
educating residents about healthy food.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Community  
education

 . Community 
development

3

Growing 
Green

Community  
development  
organization, 
urban

Youth employed during the growing season built, 
planted, maintained, and harvested gardens; 
marketed and sold their produce; developed business 
plans; and organized community outreach.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Community  
education

 . Community 
development

3

TRUCE  
Nutrition  
and  
Fitness  
Center

Youth  
development 
program,  
urban

Youth employed by the program documented through 
a neighborhood survey the lack of availability of 
fresh fruits and vegetables. To fill this need, youth 
reclaimed an abandoned, city-owned lot; developed 
a vegetable garden; and donated the produce to a 
community kitchen.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Inquiry

4

Caroline 
Youth  
Services

Youth  
development 
program, rural

High school students employed through the program 
guided middle school students in organizing 
community events and service projects. In a 
community beautification project, youth designed 
and installed raised garden beds in front of the town 
hall.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Community 
development

3

Lansing 
Youth  
Services

Youth  
development 
program, rural

Middle school students produced a “Green Homes” 
documentary featuring local residents.

 . Community  
education

5

Pine Bush 
Project,  
Farn-
sworth 
Middle 
School

Middle school,  
suburban

Middle school science students conducted scientific 
inquiry in conjunction with ecological restoration. 
Students in an after-school and summer program 
managed a butterfly house, gardens for native plant 
propagation, and public outreach programs, including 
tours and day camps for younger children.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Community  
Education

 . Inquiry

5

Sustain-
ability 
Initiatives, 
Lehman 
Alternative 
Communi-
ty School

High school,  
small city

Students in a high school ecology class conducted 
individual and collective action projects in conjunction 
with course work. The projects included advocating 
for the school district to install a solar electric system, 
designing and building a raised garden bed at a home 
for adults with disabilities, assessing the quality of 
woods adjacent to the school for wildlife habitat, and 
developing and teaching a sustainability curriculum to 
elementary school students.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Community  
education

 . Inquiry
 . Advocacy

10

Roof  
Garden  
Project, 
School of  
the Future

High school,  
urban

High school science class and after school club 
designed and built a wheelchair accessible 
roof garden. Students also conducted scientific 
experiments on the effectiveness of green roof 
modules with varying design parameters (e.g., 
plant types, soil medium and depths) for controlling 
building temperature and reducing stormwater runoff.

 . Physical  
improvements

 . Inquiry

6

TABLE 3. Positive Youth Development Outcomes Described by Young People Participating 
in Environmental Action Projects in New York State.

PYD Assets Illustrative Quotes

Physical 
development

 . Healthy habits (e.g., nutrition, fitness)
 . Health risk management 

 . …the most important thing that I’ve learned 
is how to eat healthy. Because before this 
McDonald’s was my best friend and now I actually 
eat fruits and vegetables. (East New York Farms!)

Intellectual 
development

 . Content knowledge (e.g., energy 
efficiency, plant science, earth science, 
butterfly metamorphosis)

 . Job preparation, value of hard work
 . Knowledge of vocational skills (e.g., 
video production, conducting scientific 
experiments, public speaking)

 . I have learned that green homes doesn’t mean 
that they’re actually [the color] green. It means 
that they are environmentally friendly homes; it 
means that they’re good to nature and that there 
are many different ways of making a green home, 
like [masonry] stoves and using different recycled 
material to build your house… (Lansing Youth 
Services)

Psychological 
and 
emotional 
development

 . Mental health including positive self-regard 
(e.g., self-confidence, open-mindedness)

 . Emotional self-regulation (e.g., patience, 
persistence, paying attention)

 . Coping skills (e.g., adaptability)
 . Mastery and achievement motivation  
(e.g, initiative, intrinsic reward)

 . Confidence in personal efficacy  
(e.g., how to enact change)

 . “Planfulness” (e.g., vision, thinking ahead)
 . Sense of personal autonomy and 
responsibility

 . Optimism coupled with realism
 . Good use of time  
(e.g., balancing work load)

 . I’ve gained self-confidence and my self-esteem 
is higher than what it used to be and I contribute 
my positive thinking and my constructive 
feedback. (TRUCE Nutrition and Fitness Center)

 . It teaches responsibility because…if you join this 
club you learn how to take care of plants and how 
to tend to a garden… (Pine Bush Project)

 . Learning how to balance a completely 
independent project; how to find time and 
balance it with a paper due tomorrow and 
not to get discouraged… (Lehman Alternative 
Community School)

Social 
development

 . Connectedness (e.g., teamwork)
 . Ability to navigate in multiple cultural  
contexts (e.g., when to “talk street and 
[when to] talk correctly”)

 . Commitment to civic engagement

 . It changed me because I’m happy every time I 
walk down the street and I see one of Growing 
Green’s gardens, I feel happy that I helped. 
(Growing Green)

 . Before I would have thought being a good 
community member is just like staying out of 
trouble, but now I realize that is kind of expected. 
If you actually want to be a good, good community 
member you have to be proactive and find 
things that you need to address. (Caroline Youth 
Services)

TABLE 2. continued ...

back to text back to text



108 Across the Spectrum 109Chapter 5: Environmental Action and Positive Youth Development

TABLE 4. Practices of Educators Facilitating Youth Environmental Action 
Match Well with the Features of PYD Settings.

Practice Themes and Related Techniques
Features of PYD 

Settings 
(NRC 2002)

Creating safe spaces - Physical safety; calming environment of green 
space; inclusive, respectful social environments where youth can take 
risks and express themselves.

Physical and psychological 
safety

Providing structure - Providing process framework for youth decision 
making; guiding youth in decision making by helping youth consider 
options, assess feasibility; setting overall goals within which youth 
decide routes to achieve them.

Appropriate structure

Building respectful, trusting relationships - Focus on youth first, 
then project activities; sensitivity to what youth are going through in 
other parts of their lives; mentoring; open communication; keeping 
confidences; honesty, transparency, authenticity; team building 
activities; hanging out, recreating, sharing meals, having fun together.

Supportive relationships

Bridging differences and creating opportunities for all learners 
to contribute - Involving diverse youth and community members who 
would not usually interact; matching youths’ interests and talents with 
specific project tasks; encouraging youth to play their strengths.

Opportunities to belong

Setting clear, rigorous expectations - Clarity about youth and 
adult roles; clear behavioral expectations; expectation of quality 
and professionalism in products of youths’ work; physically rigorous 
activity; individual learning plans, self-evaluation, de-briefing sessions, 
reflection on individual and group performance.

Positive social norms

Providing opportunities for meaningful contribution - Sharing 
decision-making power; encouraging youth ownership; making a 
real difference in communities; valuing youth as experts; recognizing 
accomplishments; providing nested leadership opportunities.

Support for efficacy and 
mattering

Supporting youth as they encounter new challenges - 
Responsibility granting; encouragement and guidance in rising to 
new challenges; formal and informal training; scaffolding; emotional 
regulation; conflict management.

Opportunities for skill 
building

Connecting youth with their community – Facilitating service 
learning; drawing on local experts; garnering community support; 
participating in public forums; conducting media outreach; engaging 
community through the arts; using intergenerational programming.

Integration of family, 
school, and community 
efforts

Expanding horizons through novel experiences - Exposing youth 
to new experiences and ways of thinking about the world and their 
relationship to it through field trips, conferences, films, workshops 
(e.g., identity, diversity, social movements); encouraging reflection 
through dialogue, journaling.

We can immediately appreciate that young people were provided 
with an opportunity for meaningful contribution; the impact of 
their efforts would extend to others in their community. The story 
continues:

The [youth] called all local businesses. A local landscaper 
came in and they said, ‘Well here’s the area, and this is our 
idea, what do we need to do?’ They called the local mill, to 
get lumber. They called a greenhouse. They would practice 
the phone calls. It is just amazing. You know they can be on 
the phone with friends really easily, but get on a phone with 
an adult, it varies on who feels comfortable.

Here it becomes clear that youth did not complete this project on 
their own; rather, they requested guidance from adults in the com-
munity. In this way, the project not only served the community, 
but also gave youth opportunity to connect with the community 
through direct interactions. Many youth have limited experience 
communicating in a professional way with adults; thus, the edu-
cator also supported youth as they encountered challenges, in this 
case the challenge of phoning and requesting assistance from a 
local expert. The educator described the next steps:

They got on the computer, they designed things. They showed 
different phases of the project. They had a display in the town 
hall. They looked at, environmentally, just what was going 
to work… We didn’t want to use pressure treated wood. They 
figured out that the Larch would be really good, because it’s 
not going to decay. We mixed soils and figured out, what is 
the pH, and how is this going to drain? And what’s going to 
happen, is this going to be a problem because we have an 
artesian well? Just figuring out, you know, ‘Is this far enough 
away?’ ‘Looks pretty good here.’ And you know, ‘I think we’re 
fine. What do you think?’ ‘Well who should we ask?’ So getting 
that awareness of you’re going to change something here, how 
can you change it for the better?

Here again the opportunity for meaningful contribution comes 
through. Neither youth nor adults are the sole decision makers; 
rather, at various steps in the project, youth and adults jointly 
determined how the project would proceed. This shared decision 

Neither youth nor 
adults are the sole 
decision makers; 
rather, at various steps 
in the project, youth 
and adults jointly 
determined how 
the project would 
proceed. This shared 
decision making 
was an essential 
ingredient of the 
youth participation in 
environmental action.

back to text
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making was an essential ingredient of the youth participation 
in environmental action. The educator added the following:

It was fun. It’s not just all work. You get to play too. And 
work can be play. …that’s why probably taking a longer 
time to do something and allowing them to become a 
group, a team, understand the dynamics… when you final-
ly get to hammering 12 inch spikes, you can take turns, 
and you can let somebody take turns and not always the 
biggest kid is the one to hammer it in.

Here the importance of allowing time for fun and building 
respectful, trusting relationships becomes apparent. The 
project was not solely about the tasks at hand but also about 
forming friendships and becoming a team.

Most challenging was probably walking two miles [from 
school to town hall] with the tools. For some walking can 
be a challenge. There were probably three kids that it was 
physically a challenge. The challenge was they agreed 
that we would stay together as we walked. The leader 
in the beginning and the end of the line would be the 
beginning and the end. And we would stay together. That 
was hard, because basically the walking happened in the 
summer, and it was pretty hot. Walking next to Route 79, 
nice shoulder. But, it’s asphalt. And hot. And that I think 
for this project was hard, you know being patient. Some 
people just got to walk! Got to go! Got some speedies for 
sure. ‘Hey! You’re going to stay together!’ That probably 
was the biggest challenge.

The agreement to stay together while walking illustrates 
bridging differences, while the educator’s reminder held the 
youth accountable to their agreement and demonstrated the 
value of setting clear, rigorous expectations.

From this story of a community beautification project, we 
gain insight into how this educator used multiple practices 
promoting PYD. While each educator’s story of environmental 
action differs, all illustrate some of the PYD practices listed in 
Table 4. Environmental educators who want to promote PYD 

The project was not 
solely about the 
tasks at hand but 
also about forming 
friendships and 
becoming a team.

through their programs would do well to implement as many 
of these practices as possible given their specific context.

Tensions in Shared Decision Making with Youth

Educators facilitating youth environmental action describe 
many rewards but also a key challenge. In encouraging 
young people’s genuine participation, which involves sharing 
decision-making power, educators sometimes experience 
tensions, such as when stepping back to let youth lead 
and stepping in to keep a project on track, balancing youth 
freedom with adult-provided structure, integrating youth 
interests with curriculum or organizational goals, managing 
power dynamics, or communicating openly and transparent-
ly.46 The following are examples:

There’s a fine line to get yourself situated where you’re 
allowing kids to take as much leadership as they want, 
encouraging what is needed yet not making decisions 
necessarily for them.

The kids are the head of the project [but] I need it to be 
meaningful in terms of the class…

…there’s a huge power dynamic at play, me as a  
[professional], as an experienced person in this project,  
as a 42-year old, just carries a weight with it that a  
12-year old kid in the neighborhood doesn’t have. So  
how you balance that…

Managing such tensions is complex because youth are limited 
in their capabilities to initiate and carry out a collective 
project without appropriate guidance and support. When 
youth hold sole responsibility, their work can stall or become 
disorganized, which can undermine their motivation and 
the success of the project.47 This leaves educators with a 
paradox: taking over control diminishes youth participation, 
but giving youth too much control can take a project off track 
and jeopardize its environmental benefits. Educators must 
find a middle ground between being too directive and too 
laissez faire.48

In encouraging 
young people’s 
genuine participation, 
which involves 
sharing decision-
making power, 
educators sometimes 
experience tensions.

The entrance to the 
Caroline Town Hall, as 
improved by local youth. 
Photo by T. Schusler
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Summary
Environmental action is a form of EE in the democratic tradition 
that involves deliberate decision making, planning, implementa-
tion, and reflection to create positive environmental outcomes 
and can also result in other valued outcomes, including positive 
youth development. Environmental action can take the form of 
physical environmental improvements, education, scientific inqui-
ry, advocacy, or products and services contributing to community 
development. It typically involves ecological and/or social inquiry 
to inform and evaluate action in an iterative process. Youth 
environmental action is characterized by shared decision making 
between youth and adults. Because young people genuinely 
participate in decision making and action for meaningful change 
in their communities, this approach to EE not only improves local 
environments but also develops youths’ capacities as citizens. 
Other PYD outcomes—from improved eating habits, scientific 
knowledge, and job skills to patience, persistence and team-
work—have been documented in environmental action programs. 
As youth develop physical, intellectual, psychological, and social 
assets that promote well-being, they become more capable of 
participating effectively in environmental or other community 
action they deem important.

Several practices of educators facilitating youth environmental 
action parallel attributes of settings that promote PYD. These are 
creating safe spaces, building relationships, providing structure, 
providing opportunities for meaningful contribution, bridging dif-
ferences, expanding horizons, supporting youth, setting rigorous 
expectations, and connecting youth with community. Understand-
ing PYD can help environmental educators extend the benefits of 
their programs with youth, as well as partner with youth devel-
opment organizations in programs that expand EE’s reach while 
advancing youth development goals. Further research is needed 
to understand better the range of outcomes for participants, how 
these outcomes come about, and the synergies and tensions that 
arise in educational programs that simultaneously aim to achieve 
environmental and positive youth development goals.

Several practices of 
educators facilitating 
youth environmental 
action parallel 
attributes of settings 
that promote PYD. 
These are: creating 
safe spaces, building 
relationships, providing 
structure, providing 
opportunities 
for meaningful 
contribution, bridging 
differences, expanding 
horizons, supporting 
youth, setting rigorous 
expectations, and 
connecting youth with 
community.
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