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This re p o rt describes the efficacy of e nv i r
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The Environment and Educat i o n

A quiet revolution is taking place in many A m e rican schools. Fo rced by underp e r f o rm a n c e,
or even fa i l u re, a number of schools have adopted a new approach based on unders t a n d i n g
what interests children and what can transform them into active learn e rs .
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ronmental science and related social issues to make sound and well-reasoned environmen-
tal decisions.

The term “ e nv i ronment-based education” (EBE) is used in this re p o rt to focus attention
on the nu m e rous benefits that arise from using the env i ronment more broadly as a learn i n g
tool in schools and after-school progr a m s . While env i ronmental education focuses on bu i l d-
ing a base of e nv i ronmental knowledge and skill to be applied to env i ronmental stew
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ful in bri n ging a student-centered approach to standards-based learn i n g . In one recent exam-
ination of this question, Ke a rn ey (1999) finds that most teachers do not re c ognize all the edu-
cational improvement opportunities that env i ronment-based studies routinely pre s e n t . T h i s
could change as a growing body of evidence links env i ronment-based education to improve d
test scores and grade level achieve m e n t . Klein (1995) and Volk and McBeth (1998) re p o rt that
students who experience issues-based EE make significant cog n i t ive and skill gains, w i t h
n o t a ble improvements in levels of m e a s u r a ble achieve m e n t . For example, students at Haw l ey
E nv i ronmental Elementary School (Milwa u ke e, Wisconsin) exceeded the state average on
both state tests and nationally-normed ass e ss m e n t s , s c o ring higher than all other schools in
Wisconsin with similar socio-economic status (U. S. D e p a rtment of E d u c a t i o n , 1 9 9 9 ) .

Environment-based education helps teachers meet standards across multiple disciplines
within a single cur
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study also found that student performance in each of the schools improved re g a rd l e ss of
socio-economic fa c t o rs .

M a n
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Examples of Environment-Based After-School Programs

E a rt h Fo rce, Alexandria, Virginia Ñ A pro g ram that invo l ves middle school students in co m m u n i t y

p ro j e cts to enco u ra ge vo l u n teerism, community se r v i ce and se r v i ce learning. 

E n v i ro n M e n tors, Wa s h i n g ton, DC Ñ A pro g ram for inner city high school students that helps stu-

dents work one-on-one with environmental pro fe ssionals to improve skills used in enviro n m e n t a l

p ro j e cts. The pro g ram fo c u ses on populations where fewer than 25% of students gra d u ate high

school and go on to co l l e ge. In last yea r Õs New Jersey Enviro n M e n tors pro g ram, 12 of 14 gra d u at i n g

seniors planned to go to co l l e ge. 

P ro j e ct Learning Tree, Pro j e ct Wild, and Pro j e ct WET, Wa s h i n g ton DC, and Maryland Ñ T h e se three pro-

g rams supplement teacher training pro g rams that reach some 100,000 teachers and millions of

students per yea r. They can easily be adapted to afte r - school pro g ramming for all ages. 

Bringing the Watershed, Wa s h i n g ton, DCÑ This public/p r i vate partnership gives high school students

o p p o rtunities to study rea l - world sc i e n ce in the Wa s h i n g ton, D.C. metropolitan area nat i o n a l

parks. The Po tomac and its watershed are the themes around which a multi-disciplinary high

school sc i e n ce curriculum was created to enhance awa re n e ss and understanding in an afte r - sc h o o l

or out-of-class room se tting. The national parks are used as laboratories where students can apply

sc i e n ce and math skills to rea l - world issues and cultivate a se n se of stewa rdship for the nat i o nÕs

n at u ral and cultural re so u rces. 

Bringing Education into the Afte r school Hours, Wa s h i n g ton, DC Ñ This pro g ram of the U.S. Depart m e n t

of Education is aimed at helping local afte r - school providers understand how to inte g rate co n te n t

such as sc i e n ce, reading, math, te c h n o l o gy, and the arts into their pro g rams to enhance childre nÕs

l earning and build on regular school pro g ra m s .
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can be as successful as the student who learns through lectures and books. In a 1994 art i c l e,
“ L e a rning Style Program Boosts A c h i evement and Test Score s ,” K l avas documents that teach-
e rs who changed instruction modes to match students’ d ive rse learning styles often found that
the students learned more and learned more easily.

E nv i ronmental educators often observe that students who fail in traditional school set-
tings can succeed when the natural outdoor env i ronment becomes the students’ l e a rning lab-
o r a t o ry. E nv i ronmental educ ators believe that studying the env i ronment furt h e rs school
re f o rm objectives by making academic success an achieva ble goal for all students. In the 1999
inaugural issue of E E d u c a t o r
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H ow the Environment Pre p a res Students for Wo r k

■ I n ve s t i g ation and issue orientat i o n

■ R eal world and complex pro b l e m s

■ Community pro j e cts and se r v i ce lea r n i n g

■ Tea m work skills

School-to-Work and Community Service Skills 

With the support of c o m munity leaders who seek to addre ss society’s need for school gr a d-
uates ready to work and learn on the job, s c h o o l - t o - work programs have become much more
popular in the past several ye a rs . The overall concept of s c h o o l - t o - work preparation has
expanded beyond the notion of traditional vocational education.

Two aspects of e nv i ronment-based education make it an appro p riate and useful compo-
nent of s c h o o l - t o - work progr a m s . F i rs t , it is pro j e c t - o riented and gives students the oppor-
tunity to see projects through from planning to implementation.

Second, environment-based learning can be highly oriented to community service.
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( M a ss i a l a s , 1 9 8 9 ) . I ss u e - o riented approaches give students a better idea of the possibilities and
constraints on citizen action, and about the roles and responsibilities of c i t i z e n s h i p.

Leadership ability is built on many of the skills that environment-based education fos-
ters: cooperation and the ability to act in appropriate, socially acceptable ways; letting all
who want to be part of the action participate, either individually or as part of a team or
group; showing concern for others; demonstrating active leadership and participation in the
democratic process; and connecting to the community. In issues-oriented instruction, stu-
dents are invited to actively solve problems, often connecting with the community in envi-
ronmental service learning projects. Because it is inquiry-based (that is, learning and
knowledge evolve from student questions and curiosity within a framework of agreed-upon
academic standards), environment-based education is an excellent vehicle for helping stu-
dents develop and practice the critical thinking and decision-making skills needed in the
democratic process.

Examples of e nv i ronment-based education programs that develop leadership skills
include the follow i n g :

■ Adopt a Wa t e r s h e d , H ay f o r k , C a l i f o rnia — This school program uses the subject
o f wa t e rshed conservation to develop a range of education skills. It includes a leader-
ship skills training institute that emphasizes investigation and pro blem solving.

■ Penn State Conservation Leadership School, U n iversity Pa r k , Pe n n s y l vania —
Students come to Penn State Unive rsity to study how resolving conservation iss u e s
p roduces leadership skills.

EE and Education for Lea d e r s h i p

EE Instructional Strate gy 

Co o p e rat i ve learning 

(working in teams or with part n e r s )

Critical thinking and disc u ss i o n

Hands-on act i v i t i e s

Emphasis on action strate g i e s

I n vo l vement in Òreal wo r l d Ó, iss u e - b a sed pro j e ct s

H ow it Co n t ri b u t

t i v
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■ Catalina Leadership Progr a m , C a t a l i n a , C a l i f o rnia — Fo u rth to 12th gr a d e rs
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Develops Confidence and Higher Self Esteem

Youth who re c e ive instruction in both env i ro n m e n t a l
i ssues and action strategies assume personal re s p o n s i b i l i t y
for realizing their va l u e s . Such a sense of re s p o n s i b i l i t y
i n c reases confidence and self-esteem. It also helps them
feel part of “something larger than them” ( I o z z i , L ave a u l t ,
and Marc i n kow s k i , 1 9 9 0 ; L i e b e rman and Hoody, 1 9 9 8 ) .

Students in some schools have been able to ass i s t
their communities with projects that would otherwise 
be too costly (National A ssociation of C o n s e rva t i o n
D i s t ri c t s , 1 9 9 8 ) . For example, students enrolled at the
School for Env i ronmental Studies at the Minnesota Zoo
in Apple Va l l ey, M i n n e s o t a , completed a water quality
study of the City of E a g a n ’s 20 ponds. C o m munity agencies used the students’ data to
i m p rove city water quality.

C o n t r a ry to skeptical opinions that EE infuses students with a “gloom and doom” o u t-
l o o k , students who have increased knowledge about the causes of e nv i ronmental pro bl e m s
a re generally more positive about being able to correct and prevent future pro bl e m s . T h ey
a re also more confident about their own effective n e ss in pro blem solving (Hoody, 1 9 9 5 ;
C h a m p e a u , 1 9 9 7 ) .Teens in the late 1990s exhibited rising optimism about their generation’s
ability to mobilize and lead society to ove rcome large-scale challenges affecting the future,
including env i ronmental iss u e s . T h ey believe that individual actions can make a differe n c e
( C a rri e r, 2 0 0 0 ) .

S e l f - e m p owe rment can also lead to improved career outlooks. In a 1999 re p o rt , S e l f -
Efficacy Beliefs and Career Deve l o p m e n t , B rown found such a correlation between student self-
esteem and self-empowe rm e n t , and future career success .

Ò Few students realize that

the choices they will make

in their adult lives depend

very heavily on basic pre-

cepts of science. My class-

es address real-life issues

that they soon may face.Ó

Ñ Jenelle Hopkins, Teacher,

Centennial High School, 

Las Vegas, Nevada
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P ro f e ss i o n a l l y - e xecuted env i ronmental education (EE) is a compre h e n s ive pro c e ss for help-
ing people understand the env i ro n m e n t , their place in it, and related iss u e s . E nv i ro n m e n t -
based education (EBE) uses the env i ronment more broadly as a learning tool in schools and
after-school progr a m s . EBE employs a popular subject matter to improve student learn i n g
skills and to create a wider learning context for students, t e a c h e rs , and the commu n i t y. E B E
emphasizes interd i s c i p l i n a ry integration of subject matter, p ro blem- and issue-based learn i n g
e x p e ri e n c e s , team teaching, l e a rn e r - c e n t e red instru c t i o n , c o n s t ru c t ivist appro a c h e s , and self-
d i rected learn i n g .

EBE helps teachers meet standards acro ss multiple disciplines. Its emphasis on higher-
o rder thinking increases academic achievement in language art s , m a t h , s c i e n c e, social studies,
and the art s . Its focus on the immediate env i ronment and the local community makes learn-
ing re l eva n t , i n t e re s t i n g , and compelling. Students invo l ved in EBE develop advanced lifelong
l e a rning skills, s t ronger workplace and community service and leadership skills, and deve l o p
confidence and higher self-esteem. E nv i ronment-based education enables teachers to pro d u c e
e nv i ronmentally literate young adults who are pre p a red to take their place in the complex and
c h a l l e n ging society of the 21st century, and who can compete in a global economy with the
s k i l l s , k n ow l e d g e, and inclinations to make we l l - i n f o rmed choices and exe rcise the rights and
responsibilities of m e m b e rs of a commu n i t y.

B roader adoption of e nv i ronment-based education can help produce high-perform a n c e
lifelong learn e rs , e f f e c t ive future wo r ke r
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THE NORTH AMERICAN ASSO C I ATION FOR ENVIRO N M E N TAL EDUCAT I O N

The North American Asso c i ation for Environmental Education (NAAEE) is a network of pro fe s
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