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What is a Nature Center? 
Nature Centers offer both day and overnight programs and have various names like outdoor 
education center, environmental education center, and residential environmental learning centers. 
Some nature centers are affiliated with school districts or university programs, others are 
independent non-profits or NGOs, some are affiliated with national parks, whereas others may be 
part of multi-use conference centers or camps. Nature centers offer both day and overnight 
programs for multiple age groups and types of users, including K-12 students and teachers, 
families, and older adults (for example, through the “Road Scholar” program for senior citizens).  
 
Environmental Education at Nature Centers 
Nature Centers offer a wide range of interdisciplinary programs that aim to instill pro-
environmental attitudes, knowledge and behaviors and develop interpersonal and other skills. 
Programs are often place-based and experiential—a nature hike at a nature center may serve 
multiple purposes, from learning about local natural or cultural history to building trust, self-
confidence, and leadership skills. Research on residential programs lasting several days 
demonstrates that they can foster environmental literacy (including knowledge and behavior) that 
lasts long after students finish a program, especially if the program connects the learning at the 
nature center with the students’ everyday school, family, and neighborhood experiences. 
Whereas there are perhaps thousands of nature centers in the US, they are rarer in other 
countries. In Hangzhou China, Paradise Foundation recently established a Nature Center to meet 
the growing interest in nature and environmental education in China; they and now developing 
programs and hope serve as a model for future nature centers throughout China. 
 
Example Programs 
At the Great Smoky Mountains Institute at Tremont in North Carolina, U.S., students learn about 
the scientific process as they participate in citizen science initiatives associated with the All Taxa 
Biodiversity Inventory. The Ashokan Center in Olivebridge, NY, offers a true blend of living 
and natural history; students learn about the geology and ecology of Catskill Mountain gorges on 
a hike and then head to a blacksmith shop to forge their own horseshoes or other metal object.  
 
Explore 

o Tremont Family Camp https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJAFa10sFDk  
o IslandWood https://islandwood.org/  
o Nature Bridge https://naturebridge.org/ 
o Mt Rainier Institute http://www.packforest.org/mtrainierinstitute/   
o Urban Ecology Center http://urbanecologycenter.org/  
o Lethbridge Nature Centre http://www.lethbridge.ca/Things-To-Do/Nature-

Centre/Pages/default.aspx  
o Mai Po Nature Reserve http://www.wwf.org.hk/en/your_support/gomaipo/  
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What is Sense of Place? Sense of place reflects how people perceive places. It includes place 
attachment, which is how strongly people are attracted to a place. It also includes place meaning, which 
describes what attributes, descriptions, or meanings of places are important to you. Specifically, 
ecological place meaning is strong when you think that a certain place is defined by its natural, ecological 
or environmental components and activities (e.g., rivers, parks, animals, green infrastructure, as well as 
environmental activities such as gardening and outdoor experiences). 
 
Sense of Place in Environmental Education 
Connecting residents to their local environment strengthens ecological place meanings and may help 
residents learn to value ecosystems and stewardship activities in their neighborhoods. Appropriate 
environmental education trends include place-based education and environmental action.  
 
Example Programs 
The New York City non-profit organizations “Rocking the Boat,” “Youth Ministries for Peace and 
Justice,” and “THE POINT CDC” involve students in after-school activities that cultivate sense of place. 
Students restore oyster reefs, establish urban farms, create environmental art, engage in community 
activism, guide community members on boat trips along the Bronx River, and explore other 
environmentally-important places in the city. In addition to strengthening ecological place meaning, these 
programs play a role in positive youth development and improving urban ecosystems through hands-on 
activities. 
 
Explore: Read stories of educators and students in the narrative ebook. Explore environmental education 
programs in the Bronx and activities that contribute to ecological place meaning in these videos.  
 
 

 
PDF: Narrative book 
http://tinyurl.com/NarrBronx 
 

 
Video: Sense of place research 
https://youtu.be/rpyAc9jx-IA 
 

 
Video: High school 
https://youtu.be/7d5mQlLH3jo 

 
Video: Oyster restoration 
https://youtu.be/OlFybOCOusk 

 
Video: Green roof 
https://youtu.be/QtK2jCxKiyg 

 
Video: Invasive species 
https://youtu.be/gZcuBy_ikEk 
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Awareness to Action 
In 1977, the world’s first intergovernmental conference on environmental education (EE) endorsed the 
following goals for EE: to foster clear awareness of, and concern about, economic, social, political, and 
ecological interdependence in urban and rural areas; to provide every person with opportunities to acquire 
the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment, and skills needed to protect and improve the environment; 
to create new patterns of behavior of individuals, groups, and society as a whole towards the environment 
(Tbilisi Declaration, 1977). XTBG program objectives and activities reflect the Tbilisi declaration goals. 
 
Different Categories of EE Objectives 
Awareness: acquire an awareness and sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems. 
Knowledge: gain a variety of experience in, and acquire a basic understanding of, the  

environment and its associated problems. 
Attitudes: acquire values and feelings of concern for the environment and the motivation for  

actively participating in environmental improvement and protection. 
Skills: acquire the skills for identifying and solving environmental problems. 
Participation: be actively involved at all levels in working toward resolution of environmental problems. 

 
Example Programs 
XTBG is a comprehensive research institution engaged in scientific research, species preservation, 
science communication, and environmental education. For environmental education, XTBG has four 
program areas: Experiences in Nature, Inquiry-based Nature Science Exploration, School Garden Project, 
and Orchids into Dai Villages. The first two are more focused on changing participants’ awareness, 
knowledge, and attitudes, while the latter two go further into nurturing participants’ skills and fostering 
participation.  
 
Explore 
More information in Chinese is available at the following URL links: 

 

Experiences in Nature 
Guiding participants to experience and learn about nature, e.g. smelling 
aromatic plants, nature games. 
http://www.xtbg.cas.cn/xwzx/kpbd/201707/t20170721_4835525.html 

 

Inquiry-based Nature Science Exploration 
XTBG scientific researchers facilitate middle school students’ exploration of 

nature science research topics. 
http://www.xtbg.cas.cn/xwzx/kpbd/201707/t20170724_4836106.html 

 

School Graden Project 
XTBG helped build a school garden in a local elementary school and assists 

in organizing EE activities, including students’ involvement in garden 
design and management. 

http://www.xtbg.cas.cn/xwzx/kpbd/201609/t20160920_4665527.html 

 

Orchids into Dai Villages 
XTBG organizes local Dai ethnic group villagers to learn about orchids, 
provides them with training programs on growing and propagating orchids, 
and gives follow-up technical support so that villagers will have a self-
sustained manner of keeping orchids and refrain from collecting wild orchids. 
http://www.xtbg.cas.cn/xwzx/kpbd/201707/t20170731_4837917.html 
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Introduction  
A constructed wetland is an artificial wetland created 
for the purpose of treating municipal or industrial 
wastewater, greywater, or storm water runoff. We built 
a horizontal, subsurface flow constructed wetland on 
our school grounds, near the heavily polluted Qiujiang 
River. The wetland treats the water flowing into the 
Qiujiang River using natural processes involving 
vegetation, soil, and micro-organisms. 
 

Example Programs 
Students take part in different activities using the constructed wetland, such as “Knowing 
wetlands,” “Phenological investigation,” and “Water quality monitoring.” They learn about 
wetlands and constructed wetlands, principles of water purification and water quality 
monitoring technologies, and the process of addressing scientific issues; these activities are 
meant to improve students 'environmental science and technological literacy. The activities 
also seek to cultivate students' sense of responsibility toward themselves, society and nature. 
• Knowing wetlands. During a visit to the constructed wetland, students can open the 

various components and thus learn about the function of each built structure and about the 
operating principles of a constructed wetland. They also collect information to extend 
their basic knowledge of the wetland. 

• Phenological investigation. Students record the names and characteristics of plants in the 
constructed wetland and observe and record plant growth on a regular basis. They learn 
about the relationship of plant phenology to climate change. 

• Water quality monitoring. Students monitor the water of the constructed wetland, and 
develop an understanding of water filtration and purification processes. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
For more information in Chinese, http://www.caoyangschool.com/index.html,  
WeChat: caoyangzhongxue 
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Almost every university or college in China has at least one 
environmental campus club. Affiliated with the university 
Club Union (a student organization connected to the 
university student office that makes records and assessment 
of clubs), a typical environmental protection campus club 
consists of students who are interested in environmental 
issues and a professor as supervisor. Although members often have distinct majors with different 
motivations, they are bounded to one goal, that is, to DO something that helps the environment.  
 
Environmental educational practice on campus 
Environmental protection campus clubs conduct events, such as recycling of plastic bottles, wasted paper 
or used books and environmental exhibitions. Most run their own social media (WeChat public account) 
for advertising upcoming events and posting environmental content created or edited by campus 
members. Some cooperate with campus offices and suggest sustainable strategies related to trash 
management and energy saving. Related to education, many campus clubs write regular articles on 
campus plants and animals and organize bird and plant observation activities.  
 
Environmental educational practice off campus 
Generally, environmental campus clubs conduct environmental education, environmental research, or 
observations off campus during holidays. Some prepare environmental courses for primary or middle 
school students, while others promote trash separation among residential communities.  
 
Example activities shown in the photos below. 
 
 

 
Environmental class in a primary 
school during summer holiday.  
(GreenWild Association, Xiamen 
University) 

 
Bird observation preparation. 
(Natural Science Club, Shanghai 
Institute of Technology) 
 

 
“Bring your own bottle and 
get 0.5 yuan off for your 
drink!” (Sand County 
Academy, Beijing Foreign 
Studies University) 
 

 
Environmental class in a primary 
school during the semester. (Fancier 
of Nature Association, Beijing 
University of Technology) 
 

 
Trash management class in a 
community. (GreenRoad 
Association, Shanghai Tongji 
University) 
 

 
Plant observation during an 
environmental class in a 
primary school. (Green 
Origin Association, Zhejiang 
University) 

Nature literature reading party at Beijing Botanical 
Garden. (Sand County Academy Student Club, Beijing 
Foreign Studies University) 
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What is Climate Change Education? 
Climate change education targets diverse audiences, aims to achieve a range of outcomes, and . 
is interdisciplinary. Programs may highlight climate change science while also promoting 
understanding of socio-political considerations and building communication and problem-
solving skills. Many climate change programs seek to improve climate literacy, while others aim 
to mitigate or help communities adapt to climate change. 
 
Although environmental educators are sometimes frightened to broach the topic of climate 
change due to its political nature, many educators who take on this controversial topic have 
found their audiences more receptive than they anticipated. Educators employ different tools to 
present climate change, from metaphors that help the public better visualize and understand 
climate science to framing climate change in terms of local impacts and local solutions. For 
environmental educators, it is critical to link education about adapting to climate change with 
environmentally sound practices that reduce our carbon or other environmental footprint.  
 
Example Programs 
Climate change education programs vary from self-directed experiences in museums, zoos, and 
aquaria, to school classroom activities, to stewardship practices like dune or oyster habitat 
restoration. At Chincoteague Bay Field Station in Wallops Island, Virginia, middle school 
students learn about climate change in the classroom and then participate in a shoreline 
restoration project aimed at helping human and natural communities adapt to climate change in 
an environmentally sustainable way. Educators involved in Pittsburgh’s Climate & Urban 
Systems Partnership use urban climate adaptation and mitigation activity kits at festivals to 
engage children and their parents in exploring local climate impacts and solutions. The Wild 
Center in Tupper Lake, NY, runs the Adirondack Youth Climate Summit, a year-long program 
that facilitates youth collective action.  
 
Explore:  
 

• Read 
o Chesapeake Bay Field Station Living Shoreline Project 
o CUSP Climate Change Outreach Kits Information 
o Adirondack Youth Summit 
o Climate Literacy and Energy Awareness Network (CLEAN)  
o Advancing Climate Change Environmental Education: Resources and 

Suggestions 
• Watch 

o “Making Climate Change Communication Stick with Framing” 
o “Climate Stories Project”  
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What is Positive Youth Development? 
Positive youth development (PYD) programs aim to create settings that allow young people to 
develop the competencies necessary to achieve life goals and maintain overall wellbeing as they 
move into adulthood. Similar to environmental education (EE) programs, PYD programs are 
experiential, multidisciplinary, and grounded in the local context.  
 
Positive Youth Development and Environmental Education 
EE is concerned with the impact of programs on 
participants’ health and wellbeing, and interested 
in how learning in nature benefits youth. Further, 
individual and community wellbeing bolstered 
through PYD approaches can create a path to 
environmental behaviors and collective 
environmental action. In short, PYD is important 
to EE as it may be both an outcome of EE and a 
predictor of an individual’s willingness and ability 
to change environmental behaviors and engage in 
personal and collective action. 
 
 
Example: Women, Agroecology, and Leadership for Conservation (WALC)  
The 25-day program “Women, Agroecology, and Leadership for Conservation” (WALC) 
engages young Q’eqchi’ Maya women between 11 and 29 years old in the Guatemalan highlands 
in learning about sustainable cultivation and agroecology, the right of women to make 
reproductive and educational choices, 
environmental stewardship, and conservation 
biology. The young women invited to participate 
in WALC come from remote villages throughout 
the mountains, typically in areas of fragmented 
cloud forest. These villages experience extreme 
poverty levels, high illiteracy rates, and chronic 
malnutrition, and the women have particularly 
limited access to education and employment. 
WALC participants gain competence related to 
agricultural and stewardship practices, share 
knowledge with others, and feel heightened 
motivation to pursue schooling. 
 
For more information, see Briggs, L P. 2016. Sense of place and environmental stewardship among young Q’eqchi’ 
Maya women of Alta Verapaz, Guatemala. Cornell University PhD Dissertation. 
https://civeco.files.wordpress.com/2015/12/briggs_dissertation_sense_of_place_qeqchi_maya_women_2016.pdf  


