Guidelines for Excellence:
Environmental Education in Urban Communities (11.16.11)
About the Guidelines
These guidelines were developed through discussion by
Group 5 in the EE in Urban Communities Class. The
NAAEE Guidelines for Excellence were used to start
discussion. The Guidelines for Excellence provide a
foundation of what constitutes a quality EE program. The
Guidelines can help educators, administrators or program
developers who are concerned about the quality of
different aspects of EE programs. These new guidelines
are specifically related to EE in urban communities.

Key Characteristics
A summary of the key characteristics for the guidelines
of excellence in environmental education in urban
communities is given below. The following pages show
examples of various ways that these key characteristics
could be further described and illustrated through the use
of examples of exemplary programs.
Asset assessment &mapping
Community EE identifies and draws on resources in the
community that could help the effort, and celebrates the
positive aspects of a community.
Community priorities and values
Community EE reflects and supports the community’s
priorities and values.
Place-based program scope and structure
Community EE is designed with articulated goals and
objectives that reflect and are relevant to the
community’s interests and capacities.
Program delivery resources
Community EE requires careful planning to ensure that
trained staff, facilities, and materials are available.

Program quality and appropriateness
Community EE is built on a foundation of quality
instructional materials and thorough planning.
Evaluation
Community EE defines and measures impact using
participatory techniques in order to improve programs,
ensure accountability, maximize the effects of future
efforts, and understand the effects of EE on other issues
and efforts in the community.
Experiential learning
Community EE gives participants access to experiential
learning and allows learning to occur anywhere.
Availability and relevance to all ages
Community EE includes engagement opportunities for
intergenerational learning, emphasizing how connections
to nature can facilitate connections with family.

Solutions-oriented
Community EE avoids presenting problems without
presenting or creating a process to develop solutions.
Commitment to partnerships
Community EE involves the formation or development
of sustainable partnerships with other groups.
Sense of place
Community EE fosters a sense of place and appreciation
for the participants’ own environment and community.
Common ground
Community EE helps participants find
interests/concerns and creates connections.

common

Respect for diversity
Community EE openly acknowledges, values and
celebrates all forms of human diversity, including but not
limited to racial, ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic.
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Commitment to Partnerships

Explanation
Community EE involves the formation or development
of sustainable partnerships with other groups, including
nonprofits, churches, community centers, businesses,
schools, government agencies, etc.
Reaching the goals of an urban environmental education
program that encompasses many of the mentioned key
characteristics in this document can be a daunting
challenge. Initiating and nurturing partnerships can
provide invaluable resources through staffing, financial
contribution, materials, knowledge sharing, etc.
Partnerships can be tricky if not approached in a
thoughtful manner. Appropriate planning and forethought
must be given to determining the type, length, and time
needed for a partnership.

What to Look For
Common Goals
What is the history of the relationship with the
two organizations? Do all of the elements of the
partnership comply with the rules and regulations
of partner institutions? Do the institutions have
common goals?
Type of Partnership
How long will the partnership last? What
resources will be shared?
Reciprocity of Benefits
What relevant strengths do the institutions bring
to the partnership? Why is this an appropriate
institution with which to form a partnership?
What benefits will this bring to you currently or
in the future? How will your audience benefit?
Support
What arrangements are in place for forms of
support such as financial, staff assistance, or
materials?
Coordination
What individual at each institution will be
responsible for coordinating the activities that
comprise the relationship, e.g., publicity,
communicating to the other institution, etc? Is a
back-up or secondary contact available?
Evaluation and Renewal
How will the partnership be evaluated prior to
the renewal of the agreement? What will the
criteria be for a successful partnership? For what
period will the agreement be in force?

Example of Exemplary Program
Rocking the Boat

Rocking the Boat uses boats to help young people
challenged by severe economic, educational, and social
disadvantage develop into empowered and responsible
adults. Participating during the school-day, afterschool, and summer in hands-on wooden boatbuilding
and on-water education programs, young people in the
South Bronx develop the self-confidence to set
ambitious goals and the skills needed to achieve them.
It is a fully sustainable independent non-profit
organization annually serving over 2,500 young people
and community members. Kids don't just build boats at
Rocking the Boat, boats build kids.
Partnerships that support this successful program
include cultural, public, boat-related, scientific,

technical, environmental, and community
organizations as well as businesses and the New
York City public high schools. These successful
partnerships allow rocking the boat to have several
effective programs including youth development,
job skills, community rowing, and on-water
programs.

References
http://www.rockingtheboat.org/
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Community Priorities and Values
Explanation
Community EE reflects and supports the community’s
priorities and values. It is consistent with, and supportive
of, the community’s goals. It addresses opportunities
within the community and/or employs and enhances the
community’s assets. And the community must have the
means and will to support the program.

Example of Exemplary Program
Audubon Center at Debs Park

What to Look For
Support of Community Values
Do program materials, staff and volunteers
articulate the relationship between the program
and the community’s values, priorities and
goals? Does the program support the
community’s long-term plans and vision? Does
the program reflect and respect the community’s
culture(s)?
Understanding of Opportunities and Assets
Have other programs in the community been
inventoried and the interrelationship of all
programs and other resources considered?
Has the role that the program plays in the overall
offerings of the community been identified?
Have existing partnerships been reviewed and
new partnerships considered?
Resources
Can the community reasonably expect to support
the budget of the program (recognizing that there
are many ways to support a program, both
financially and with in-kind donations, and that
funding from outside the community is
sometimes available)? Is the program
sustainable, in terms of support, finances,
facilities, supplies, capacity, and interest?
Support from the Community
Are there leaders or groups within the
community who support the program? Are there
community members committed to development
of the program and long-term involvement?
Benefits and Costs to the Community
How does the community benefit from the
program? Are the benefits shared among
different constituencies in the community? Do
the benefits outweigh the costs? Have
opportunity costs been considered?

The Audubon Center at Debs Park opened in 2003 as
an environmental education and conservation center for
the communities of northeast Los Angeles; its creation
was supported by the Mothers of East LA, along with
other groups. But according to a survey conducted in
2008, 71 percent of people who lived just a few blocks
away from Debs Park were unaware that the Audubon
Center existed. So the staff and volunteers worked to
learn more about community interests, including where
community members gathered and what they cared
about. They built on existing partnerships and
developed new ones, including relationships with
groups like the Hathaway-Sycamores Child and Family
Services. They also maintained regular contact with
their neighbors and worked to ensure that messages
were culturally relevant to their community.
Community members were hired to work at the Center
and they developed programming and activities that are
relevant to the lives of people in the community,
focused on issues and ideas such as the importance of
family, good parenting, safe and healthy places for
children, gatherings and events, and education. Center
staff got involved in community events from farmers’
markets to gang intervention marches and learned
about community members’ interests, which allowed
them to shape the Center into a community asset.

References
http://ca.audubon.org/debs_park.php
https://www.facebook.com/audubondebspark
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Respect for Diversity

Explanation
Community EE openly acknowledges, values, and
celebrates all forms of human diversity, including but not
limited to racial, ethnic, cultural and socioeconomic.
In our rapidly changing and increasingly diverse nation,
to be effective in accomplishing our mission we must:
1. Better understand, represent, and reflect the
diverse participants we reach
2. Place high value on inclusiveness in our
communities of practice where all are treated
with respect and feel valued
3. Leverage our unique talents and diverse
perspectives to simply be the best we can be
together.

What to Look For
Support of Community Values
Have the cultural perspectives, needs, and
interests of the participants (the precise segments
of the population or community with which you
will work) been identified, understood,
accommodated, and addressed in program
development and activities?
Inclusiveness
Do members of the community feel included? Is
there an understanding of the relationship
between diversity and inclusion and how they are
both critical to achieving the community mission
and improving the well being of the community?
Are appropriate educational methodologies
identified for the specific characteristics (age,
experience, cultural background, and educational
background) of the participants?

Materials and Programs
Are programs and materials fair and accurate in
describing environmental problems, issues, and
conditions, and in reflecting the diversity of
perspectives on them? Do they present a
balanced presentation of differing viewpoints
and theories?
Improve Access
Does the program provide access to
developmental support, resources, and build on
the knowledge and skills of the community
members? Are the strengths of members
acknowledge and welcomed? Does the program
seek to be inclusive and promote a multicultural
experience? Is it sensitive to the cultures, ethnic
backgrounds, and gender of the participants? Are
facilities and activities broadly accessible and do
they comply with both the spirit and letter of the
Americans with Disabilities Act?
Program Scope and Structure
How is the program structured and what does it
hope to accomplish in reaching out to
multicultural communities?
Community Openness
Are the leaders and community members open to
working together and being inclusive?
Evaluation
Does the evaluation identify issues that may be
detrimental to community diversity, inclusion
and continuous participation?

Assets Assessment &Mapping
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Explanation
Community EE identifies and draws on resources in the
community that could help the effort, and celebrates the
positive aspects of a community.

Example of Asset Mapping
LVEJO

A fundamental part of working with youth and
communities is realizing the physical and cultural assets
that are being underutilized in traditional education
models. This addresses two potential issues in EE. First
is respecting the community in which we are serving and
second is acknowledging that the EE teacher may not be
culturally or geographically part of the community in
which he or she is serving. Asset Assessment &Mapping
takes EE from the classroom into the neighborhoods and
homes and brings vitality to the content by rooting it in
the communities in which it is being taught.

What to Look For
Cultural Resources
What resources seem to be underutilized or great
assets that need to be shared? Are there culturally
significant physical spaces both indoors and out?
Have resources been identified with community
participation?
Land Resources
Are there developed and/or undeveloped spaces
(ranging from parks to vacant lots)? What spaces
are there for potential community usage for EE
programs?
Environmental/Natural Resources
Where are there unique spaces within the
community? Are there rivers, lakes, emergent
ecosystems, forest preserves, etc.? Are there
environmental/natural resources within the
neighborhood boundaries to reconnect
community with place?
Community
Does the EE program acknowledge that the
community it serves or is a part of is the most
vital part of asset mapping? Does it acknowledge
that it is community supports and resources that
we are trying to make more accessible? Does the
process create positive relationships between the
community and the environments with which we
live?

“This map was created by youth and community residents
who are most impacted by environmental racism and
injustice. It was started by Open Youth Networks in
collaboration with a group of youth members of the Little
Village Environmental Justice Organization (LVEJO) as way
to document all of the assets and toxins in Little Village, a
community in Chicago, Illinois. We actively seek
collaborators who want to add their stories, markers and
media to this Map of Environmental Justice as a way of
networking and building a stronger and more vibrant
Environmental Justice movement nationwide.” - LVEJO

The asset map has many more layers but in this form
the blue indicates the neighborhood boundaries of
Little Village on Chicago’s south west side. The red
and yellow circles indicate the immediate fall out for
lead levels that are sometimes 400 to 500 times higher
than other neighborhoods in Chicago. These are
attributed to many industries situated in the area,
particularly the coal fire power plant indicated with the
skull and cross bones icon. The smiley face icon
indicates the youth organization’s headquarters. This is
an example of mapping areas of interest for community
organizing but there are also maps that exist that map
community work areas.

References
http://lvejo.org/
Map: http://www.elcilantro.org/map-ofenvironmental-justice
http://www.google.com/earth/index.html
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Experiential Learning

Explanation
Community EE gives participants access to experiential
learning and allows learning to occur anywhere. Urban
environmental education should apply a special and
deliberate emphasis on learning opportunities that occur
in diverse settings, with diverse facilitators, and diverse
groups of individuals, families, community leaders, and
organizations. Confucius said, "Tell me and I will forget,
show me and I may remember, involve me and I will
understand." With this vision we can look forward to
creating diverse transaction where learners can engage in
a variety of hands-on activities that occur in direct
contact with places both new and familiar. Learners are
able to gain meaning from activities they directly
experience.

What to Look For
Diversity in Educational Environment and
Facilities
Do the facilities used for educational facilitation
allow for new learning to occur by either being
new to the individual or allowing for new
discovery at a familiar place? Do facilitators
reflect the diversity of the people they serve? Are
facilitators directly sought from the community
and or are participants encouraged to facilitate
after their learning experience has occurred? Are
learners allowed to touch, taste, smell or engage
a space without restrictions or in the least
restrictive way possible?
Direct Engagement
Are concepts introduced and then built upon
through learners’ direct engagement in the
environment or skill being taught? Are learners
willing to be actively involved in the process?
Are learners encouraged and supported to jump
into the experience? Are learners allowed to ask
questions of facilitators that make getting
involved easier or less daunting? Are learners
allowed to make their own discoveries and share
their experience with others? Are learners
allowed to discover and experiment with the
knowledge they are acquiring firsthand? Is this
allowed immediately after a concept is learned?

Acquiring and Sharing Knowledge
Do facilitators have a teachable spirit? Are they
open to questions and always looking for new
ways to engage participants? Are they addressing
the needs and wants of the individual learner?
Reflection, Feedback and Support
Are learners allowed time to reflect on
experiences? Are learners asked thoughtful
questions or guided in starting a process of
reflection? Are there various opportunities for
reflection both individually and as a group? Are
all reflections viewed as new opportunities to
learn and improve by those facilitating the
learning experience? Do learners have the
opportunity to ask questions of and provide
feedback to facilitators? Do facilitators seek
feedback on a continuum to ensure they are
meeting needs and wants of a variety of
individual learners? Are facilitators supported in
finding new learning opportunities to keep them
abreast of changing resources and research that
can help them facilitate the learning of others?
Are learners encouraged and supported to utilize
the new skills and ideas they have gained? Are
learners encouraged to assist peers in utilizing
their new skills and ideas? Are learners
encouraged to acquire a step up skill? Are
learners encouraged to share their experience and
ways their experience could have been
improved?
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Introduction:
Guidelines for Excellence in Urban Environmental Education is a set of guidelines for learning in K-12, non-formal
and early childhood settings, as well as for developing professional development programs and educational
materials, in urban environments. This set of guidelines should be used in conjunction with other NAAEE
Guidelines for Excellence, and educators should be competent in the skills and understandings outlined in those
materials, as well as in this guide.

Theme One: Guidelines for Learning (K-12)
Guideline 1.1:Establishing Sense of Place and Value
Students feel connected to the environment and recognize its value and importance.
Indicators:
Students use hands on experiences in their urban environment to identify ecological processes
and systems and recognize their functional value
Students understand how they affect and are affected by the urban environment and recognize
greater human impacts and management issues related to urban ecosystems
Students evaluate the impact of environmental issues on the ecological, economic, social and
instrinsic value of their place
Students act to restore, preserve, or improve the ecological health of their urban environment
Guideline 1.2: Addressing Social, Cultural, Economic and Physical Barriers
Students recognize social, cultural and economic barriers regarding access to the environment and are
empowered to overcome them.
Indicators:
Students recognize that the environment affects the location, culture, and economic drivers of
cities
Students identify social, cultural, economic and physical barriers affecting access to nature and
the environment
Students act to eliminate barriers to access, identifying government, organizations and
community groups, as well as environmental legislation, that influence access
Guideline 1.3: Opportunities in Urban Settings
Environmental education programs in urban settings often have a number of unique opportunities
Indicators:
Educational materials and programming utilize the local environment by tapping various
resources that address and/or encompass diverse backgrounds and opinions
Programs utilize access to resources from city officials, community groups, and other
environmental-related institutions
Theme Two: Non-Formal Education
Guideline 2.1: Needs Assessment
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Non-formal environmental education programs in urban communities are designed to provide
awareness of “self in place” and opportunity to positively affect that place.
Indicators:
Programming addresses identified “hyper-local” environmental issue
Relevancy of issue to community is considered
Limitations of funding and resources of audience considered and addressed
Guideline 2.2: Organizational Needs and Capacities
Providers of non-formal environmental education programs in urban communities work to fulfill the
mission of their organization by seeking out ways to connect it to the needs of the community.
Indicators:
Programming ultimately meets the defined mission of the parent organization
Organization is qualified and equipped to deliver the content of the program
Present and future needs for sustaining long term programming are planned for
Program is designed to directly benefit the audience in a positive way
Guideline 2.3: Program Scope and Structure
Non-formal environmental education programs for urban communities should foster a sense of
connection and civic responsibility encouraging awareness and ownership of their environment.
Indicators:
Objectives of the program should include some type of service element (stewardship)
Objectives of program nurture environmental literacy through increasing the understanding of
the
impacts of personal decisions have on a community/environment
Programs are formatted and delivered with consideration of differing cultures amongst
audiences and their specific obstacles are addressed
Partnerships are powerful. Programs designed with opportunity for partnering and expansion
with other local organizations providing or able to support the provision of EE
Guideline 2.4: Quality and Appropriateness Program and Resources
Non-formal environmental education programming in urban communities requires special
considerations to ensure that quality of staff and materials, relevance of content, limitations to resource
and outdoor space, cultural obstacles, as well as any additional safety concerns are addressed.
Indicators:
Staff providing programming should be qualified and sensitive to special considerations required
when working in an urban setting
Instructional materials should be suited for the audience’s level of knowledge including
addressing any language barriers
Programs should be offered and promoted to the public in a way that doesn’t discriminate based
on any type of socio-economic factors
Program sustainability should be considered, and all factors figured for the entire length of the
program (One day, hour, week, month, year, etc.)
Guideline 2.5: Evaluation
Non-formal environmental education programs in urban communities define and measure results in
order to assess appropriateness and overall effectiveness and plan future programming.
Indicators:
Evaluation strategies are clear and easy to administer directly following the program
Evaluations are confidential and qualitative in scope
Results are used to advocate the furthering of the overall EE efforts of the parent organization
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and partners involved in programming
Theme Three: Early Childhood Education
Guideline 3.1: Culturally appropriate practice
Staff must be aware of cultural differences and support this in their program development.
Indicators:
Staff keeps both the natural and man-made environment in all programming.
A variety of cultures should also be taken into account when creating programming. Adding a
variety of cultural celebrations is an inclusive way to bring the familial community to the
program. Ask parents from variety of cultures to take turns bringing celebrations to the
classroom. That way, multiple generations and different families are included; also cultural
diversity is celebrated.
Guideline 3.2: The Whole child:
Educators need to make sure the mental, physical and emotional health of children are all part of the
learning process.
Indicators:
Programming includes all parts of the child’s experiences.
The section Educator Preparation has more information on environmental activities for this
age group.
Guideline 3.3: Use of the Natural World
Early Education programs should include natural objects during free play as well as group learning
times.
Indicators:
The education center should locate a roof top garden or community garden where the students
are free to use their own garden as they like. They can choose to plant apple seeds from their
lunch or grow butterfly plants.
Giving the class the option to choose their own projects will give them a greater appreciation for
their time in the garden.
Guideline 3.4: Skills for understanding the environment
Young children have a natural curiosity that should be fostered by any environmental organization.
Indicators:
The program should encourage a child’s desire to learn and the unending questions that follow.
The program promotes a deeper understanding and appreciation of the world around them.
Programs use the environment as a framework. Each activity layout encourages exploration
while giving each child a sense of belonging and caring for the environment. (Example:
Growing Up Wild by the Center for Environmental Education).
Programs incorporate families, include take-home activities,and account for language barriers at
home.
Guideline 3.5: Spaces and places to enhance development:
The physical spaces used for urban early childhood programs should include natural spaces to allow
free exploration.
Indicators:
Children should have accessibility to a natural environment like a park or garden while keeping
safety at the forefront. While having a natural space attached the facility is preferred, it’s not a
necessity.
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Any natural play-space that is used frequently should be within a short walking distance.
Spaces include natural items that encourage exploration as well as tools for maintenance and
other science tools such as magnifying glasses, clear containers, small trowels. (National
Wildlife Federation Be Out There campaign)
Besides bringing children out into nature, it is also important to bring nature into the classroom.
In a urban setting, a terrarium can be set up to hold any small animal found in the garden. Lady
bugs to lizards can be housed for a short period of time to allow young children an opportunity
to observe them until they are returned to their homes.
Guideline 3.6: Environmental literacy:
Educators should be given the opportunity to attend workshops and symposiums as well as participate
in research opportunities when appropriate
Indicators:
Teachers should be current on modern teaching techniques to help them stay involved and
interested in their jobs.
Urban environmental educators need to be well versed in the variety in their neighborhood.
They should be comfortable dealing with various culture expectations as well as a myriad of
environmental situations.
Early childhood educators working in an urban setting, need to have the confidence and
knowledge to incorporate unique urban aspects into there environmental lessons. With the help
of organizations such as Children and Nature Network early childhood educators can be
proficient in using the environment as a learning and exploring tool.
Theme Four: Professional Development
Guideline 4.1: Foundations of Urban Environmental Education
Educators combine pedagogy and environmental literacy with an understanding of the social, cultural
and biological contexts of the community they live and work in
Indicators:
Educators understand and apply developmentally appropriate teaching strategies effectively in
the classroom and in outdoor urban settings
Educators understand and effectively communicate ecosystem principles including systems,
interdependence, and human interactions with the natural and built environment
Educators understand and effectively communicate local environmental issues and how they
relate to national and global environmental topics
Educators are sensitive to cultural, economic, and social factors in their community and how
these interact with the local environment
Guideline 4.2: Planning and Implementing Urban Environmental Education
Educators implement environmental education initiatives that are interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, locally
relevant,and which cross social, cultural and economic boundaries
Indicators:
Educators integrate natural and social sciences, math, art, humanities and technology to fully
address complex environmental issues
Educators create opportunities for students to be active learners, using strategies such as
hands-on exploration and service learning to gain essential content and skills from real world
settings in their natural and built urban environments
Educators recognize and acknowledge the validity and value of varying cultural and social
perspectives and create an inclusive climate for learning and collaborating
Guidline 4.3: Fostering Place-Based Stewardship and Civic Ecology
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Educators facilitate individual and collaborative action-based projects that foster a sense of placebased stewardship in students
Indicators:
Educators provide opportunities for action-based projects in the community so that students can
see their individual actions create visible, positive change
Educators provide opportunities for students to work with mentors in communities of practice
which facilitate participatory, collaborative urban resource management
Educators effectively demonstrate the connection between collaborative project-based learning
and the students’ roles as responsible and civic-minded citizens
Guideline 4.4: Tapping Community Resources and Creating Partnerships
Educators effectively identify and utilize the diversity of community resources and potential partnerships
to enrich students experience and root them in their community
Indicators:
Educators provide for the inclusion and integration of multiple diverse stakeholders,
perspectives and knowledge systems, using these as instructional resources
Educators create a forum for communication between students, parents and community
experiences members that fosters mutual engagement and a shared repertoire of language
and experiences
Guideline 4.5: Assessment and Evaluation
Educators understand and implement effective assessment and evaluation of their programs
Indicators:
Educators identify standards, goals and objectives of urban environmental education and tie
them to learner outcomes
Educators develop and/or use a variety of assessment tools appropriate to urban environmental
education
Educators use assessments to improve future instruction and programming
Theme 5: Materials
Guideline 5.1: Local Relevance
Urban EE materials should be designed for urban audiences.
Indicators:
Include local urban case studies and incorporate humans as part of the environment
Include examples of urban resilience and excellence as well as challenges
Include lessons that draw upon the wisdom and experience of community partnerships
Provide experiential opportunities to investigate and explore human built landscapes
Provide connections to global issues of urban resilience and social and environmental justice
Guideline 5.2: Action Based
Urban EE materials should promote civic responsibility and environmental stewardship at a community
and global level.
Indicators:
Incorporate environmental, economic, cultural, political, and social factors
Promote ownership and understanding of local environmental issues
Include opportunities for service learning and action based research
Promote a solutions-oriented approach, providing participants with positive examples as well as
investigations of areas for improvement
Guideline 5.3: Usability
Urban EE materials should be accessible to all learners, accounting for a broad range of backgrounds,
cultures, language skills, and comfort levels in outdoor environments.
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Indicators
Incorporate a variety of tools for environmental observation, measurement, and monitoring.
Include opportunities for dialogue and multicultural and intergenerational sharing.
Incorporate innovative technology and social media to collect, display, analyze, and
communicate information.
Be interdisciplinary incorporating concepts from science, art, technology, mathematics,
humanities, and civics.
Foster awareness and connection to differing values, perceptions, attitudes, understanding of
concepts, and feelings about the environment and environmental issues.
Guideline 5.4: Skill Building
Urban EE materials should build lifelong skills that help individuals address environmental issues
including issues of inequity and injustice.
Indicators:
Encourage the application of creative and critical thinking approaches to addressing problems.
Foster the application of skills to real-world issues and encourage the development of innovative
solutions.
Assist in the development of problem solving, research, and action oriented skills.
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Environmental,Education,in,Urban,Communities:,Guidelines,for,Excellence!
Group,2:!
Michele!Arquette-Palermo,!Clinton!River!Watershed!Council,!Detroit!
Belinda!Chin,!Seattle!Parks!and!Recreation!
Mark!Gomez,!Manual!Arts!HS,!Los!Angeles!Unified!School!District!
Laura!Milkert,!The!Field!Museum,!Chicago!
Kerry!G.!Williams,!Detroit!Public!Schools!
Introduction,!
Environmental,Education,in,Urban,Communities:,Guidelines,for,Excellence!is!a!set!of!recommendations!about!the!basic!
knowledge!and!skills!educators!working!in!high!density,!high!diversity!population!centers!need!to!facilitate!experiences!
that!build!environmental!literacy,!social!justice!and!civic!engagement.!The!guidelines!are!based!on!ground-breaking!
documents!that!define!environmental!education!and!environmental!justice.!
•
•
•
•
•

UNESCO!Belgrade!Charter,!1975!
Tbilisi!Declaration,!1977!!
Principles!of!Environmental!Justice,!First!Nat'l!People!of!Color!Envi!Leadership!Summit,!1991!
EPA!Definition!of!Environmental!Justice,!2nd!Nat'l!People!of!Color!Envi!Leadership!Summit,!2002!
President!Clinton!signs!Executive!Order!12898,!11!February!1994!!

!
Urban!environmental!education!is!a!process!that!helps!people!to!understand!the!interconnectedness!between!nature!
and!community!in!the!urban!environment.!It!invites!the!participant!to!rethink!their!places!and!spaces!by!redefining!them!
as!ecosystems.!It!is!a!dynamic,!multicultural!and!integrated!learning!process!that!grows!people's!knowledge!of!how!the!
natural!world!works!to!sustain!life!on!Earth,!promotes!awareness!of!human!impact!in!natural!and!social!systems,!and!
encourages!the!learner!to!become!an!active!participant!in!their!environment!for!the!purpose!of!sustaining!healthy,!
equitable!communities!relevant!to!the!natural!and!man-made!resources!of!a!place.!
,
Theme,1:,Environmental,literacy,in,an,urban,setting,!
Environmental!educators!must!possess!the!knowledge,!compassion,!skills!and!understanding!related!to!environmental!
literacy,!which!in!an!urban!setting!is!intimately!integrated!with!environmental!and!social!justice!issues.!
1.1!Research,!analysis,!facilitation!and!interpretation!skills!
1.2!Understanding!of!diverse!ways!of!knowing!the!earth!
• Western!European!science!!
• Native!American!traditional!ecological!knowledge!
1.3!Knowledge!of!environmental!history!and!institutions!
• Native!American!removal!to!reservations!!
• Emancipation!of!slaves!and!Reconstruction!Period!
• Theodore!Roosevelt!and!conservation!movement!!
1.4!Demonstrate!skills!and!understanding!in!liberation!theory!–!undoing!the!effects!and!!!!elimination!of!the!
causes!of!social!oppression!
• Social!justice!!
• Environmental!racism!and!justice!
!
Theme,2:,Personal,and,Civic,Engagement,
Successful!urban!environmental!education!links!the!educational!process!to!the!reality!of!community!life,!their!identified!
needs!and!concerns,!builds!community!capacity,!and!actively!takes!part!in!practical!!
actions!to!ameliorate!environmental!issues.!
!
2.1!Community!Awareness:!
Effective!urban!environmental!education!acknowledges!and!embraces!the!intensity!of!diversity!in!the!multifaceted!reality!of!community!life!(ie.!political,!historical,!social,!cultural,!and!economic!differences!and!
commonalities).!!

Welcome!community!input!and!participation!
Establish!a!report!with!area!stakeholders!that!earns!participant!support!
Conduct!outreach!to!involve!as!many!members!of!the!community!as!possible!
Promote!cultural!competency!in!your!facilitators/educators!
Explore!the!natural!and!man-made!local!environment!
Identify!formal!and!informal!community!assets,!services!and!concerns!
Focus!on!environmental!issues!that!are!important!to!community!members!
Acknowledge!and!collaborate!with!existing!community!collective!action!
!
!
2.2 Human!Interactions!with!the!Environment:!!
Effective!environmental!education!promotes!critical!analysis!of!both!institutional!and!individual!interactions!
within!environments!and!their!impact.!A!successful!urban!program!moves!the!participants!from!research,!
documentation,!and!issue!identification!toward!building!the!skills!participants!need!to!ameliorate!environmental!
issues!and!live!more!sustainably!in!their!community.!
!
• Utilize!experiential!learning!during!community!and!local!wilderness!expeditions!
• Stress!the!importance!of!embracing!the!greenspace!in!your!own!community!
• Address!the!complex!interaction!of!natural!and!built!environments!
• Investigate!current!and!historical!social!interactions!and!their!consequences!
• Create!opportunities!for!individual!and!collective!civic!engagement!
• Enhance!community!capacity!to!address!environmental!issues!
• Actively!involve!all!participants!in!the!process!of!issue!improvement!or!resolution!
• Provide!a!variety!of!practical!skills!and!knowledge!to!interact!with!the!environment!in!more!
sustainable!ways!
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

,
Theme,3:,Planning,and,Implementing!
Successful!Environmental!Education!Programs!are!created!through!quality!instructional!materials!and!thorough!
planning.!Regardless!of!the!facility,!audience!or!age!level!Urban!EE!programs!should!align!with!state!environmental!
literacy!plans,!Dep’t.!Of!Education!Standards!within!your!home!state!and!national!standards,!
!
3.1!Partnerships!!
Build!partnerships!with!a!variety!of!organizations!and!businesses!to!create!a!strong!and!diverse!program.!Align!
partnerships!strategically!to!fill!gaps!in!program!(for!example!corporate!partners!can!assist!monetarily,!district!
staff!can!help!with!making!certain!curricular!needs!are!met!and!non-profit!can!provide!technological!expertise)!
•
•
•
•

Make!certain!all!partners!have!a!voice!and!needs!are!met!!
Communicate!clearly!the!roles,!responsibilities,!and!expectation!of!partners!!
Seek!donations!for!equipment!and!or!services!from!places!you!personally!frequent.!
Types!of!Partners!
Regulatory!:!National!Pollutant!Discharge!Elimination!System!(NPDES)!Permit!–!Public!Education!
Plan.!Consult!local!municipalities!for!the!person!in!charge!of!this!program.!They!may!be!able!to!
provide!assistance!financially!or!through!programming!at!no!cost.!The!agencies!include:!state!level!
Dept.!of!Environmental!Quaily!!
Legislative:!!Identify!policy!makers!and!advocates!in!your!community!that!support!the!No!Child!Left!
Inside!Act!(NCLI).!On!a!national!level!National!Wildlife!Federation!advocates!on!behalf!of!NCLI!and!
EE!find!your!representative.!

Government!Agencies:!!Reach!out!to!state!agencies!Dep’t.!Of!Agriculture,!Health!and!Human!and!
Services,!Environmental!Quality,!Dept!of!Natural!resources!such!as!sate!Extension!Offices.!
Non-profits-!Identify!local!non-profits!whose!mission!aligns!with!your!programmatic!goals!and!be!
prepared!to!clarify!your!needs!and!give!advance!notice.!
Non-governmental!organizations:!including!nonprofit!and!faith-based!groups,!environmental!justice!
organizations!conservation!groups,!businesses!and!the!sustainable!agriculture!community.!
Business:!Environmental!consulting!firms,!local!energy!companies,!outdoor!recreation!retail!outlets!
and!local!manufacturers!can!provide!funding!or!mentors.!!Builders!associations,!contractors!and!
developers!to!explore!ways!the!building!community!can!use!environmental!education!content!and!
techniques!to!educate!their!employees!and!their!clients.!
Others:!Continuing!education,!leisure!providers,!Elderhostel!and!small!businesses!such!as!
ecotourism!and!recreation!outfitters.!
3.2!Grant!writing-!Consult!State!EE!organization!as!well!as!local!math!and!science!centers!for!list!of!granting!
agencies.!!
•
•
•
•

Be!clear!and!precise!in!your!proposal.!
Attend!information!sessions!if!offered!by!granting!agency!
Follow!directions!implicitly!
Have!someone!not!familiar!with!your!program!review!your!grant!proposal.!

3.3!Field!trip!logistics!Field!trips!to!locales!throughout!your!region!can!allow!for!a!broader!experience!and!enrich!
your!program.!
•

•

Criteria!for!field!site:!
o Visit!the!site!numerous!times!before!your!program.!(be!certain!to!check!24!hours!before!as!well)!
o Does!the!site!meet!all!your!program!needs?!
o Is!there!ample!parking!for!cars!or!access!for!a!school!bus?!
o Are!there!restrooms?!
o Is!the!land!owner!or!park!supervisor!aware!of!your!visit?!
Safety/Emergency!Plans!
o Staff!is!trained!and!certified!in!first!aid!and!CPR!
o Bring!copies!of!all!participant!emergency!contact!information!and!trip!permission!slips!if!
participants!are!under!the!age!of!18.!
o Know!exact!street!address!in!case!there!is!a!need!to!dial!911!
o Bring!basic!first!aid!kit!
o Review!procedures!with!chaperones!and!students!

3.4!Best!Instructional!Practices:!use!cutting!edge!curriculum,!instructional!methods!and!techniques!informed!by!
research;!federal,!state,!local!educational!standards;!social/environmental!justice!practices,!characteristics!
include:!
• Rigorous!and!Relevant-!current!events!in!science!and!society!
• Dynamic!and!dynamite!instruction!–>!>!>!flexible/responsive,!use!of!multiple!intelligences!methods!
• Inquiry!cycle:!engage,!investigate,!reflect,!apply!
• Self!awareness:!understanding!parameters!of!one’s!frame!of!reference!and!experiences!and!willingness!
to!learn!
• Reaching!people!where!they!are!
• Providing!multiple!points!of!contact!and!experience!over!time!
• Ability!to!relate!to!people!with!different!cultural,!socio-economic!backgrounds!and!resources!
• Addressing!needs!of!English!Language!Learners!
• Connection!to!local!issues!relevant!to!community!of!learners!

,
Theme,4,:,Empowering,Learners,and,Environmental,Leadership,Development,!
Urban!and!community!environmental!education!programs!weave!together!program!goals!and!implementation!with!
opportunities!for!leadership!development,!continuing!education,!and!career!development.!In!addition!to!using!best!
instructional!practices,!EE!also!provides!an!inclusive!and!collaborative!space!for!learning.!
!
4.1 Learning,environment!
Urban!EE!programs!understand!the!importance!of!providing!an!inclusive!and!collaborative!learning!
environment.!!
!
• Model!respectful!and!responsible!language!and!behavior!during!facilitation!of!activities.!
• Identify!individual!perspectives!and!cultural!frameworks!of!participants,!draw!upon!this!resource,!and!
shape!EE!instruction!to!incorporate!and!recognize!these!various!perspectives.!
• Understand!and!acknowledge!different!learning!styles,!differentiate!instructional!methods.!Utilize!a!
variety!of!technologies!and!instructional!methods!(such!as!hands-on!learning,!service-learning,!and!
inquiry-based!learning)!to!communicate,!analyze,!interpret,!and!display!information.!
• Emphasize!a!collaborative!learning!environment!
!
4.2 Opportunities,for,,leadership!
Urban!EE!encourages!and!provides!avenues!by!which!participants!can!develop!leadership!skills!and!build!
scaffolding!for!future!involvement!and!leadership.!Programs!should!focus!on!helping!participants!grow!through!
the!program!and!gain!experience!in!many!facets!of!environmental!education!programming.!
!
• Develop!relationships!with!diverse!local!organizations!and!partners!that!can!support!participants!and!
provide!learning!,!internship,!and!mentoring!opportunities!
• Provide!opportunities!for!participants!to:!
o Engage!in!public!speaking!and!interpretation!
o Be!creative!and!incorporate!their!unique!perspective!
o Organize!events!
o Learn!about!different!instructional!methods,!curricula,!current!research!
o Develop,!facilitate,!and!lead!reflections!of!activities!
o Gain!experience!with!web!development!and!grant!writing!
o Conduct!outreach!to!new!audiences!
• Connect!participants!to!continuing!education,!college!and!career!development!resources!
• Sustain!support!of!and!serve!as!a!resource!to!new!leaders!!!
,
Theme,5:,Professional,Development,and,Training!
A!strong!focus!on!professional!development!is!needed!to!support!teachers,!schools,!districts,!non-profit!and!
governmental!organizations!in!developing!and!implementing!culturally!and!community!relevant!environmental!
education.!!
Profesional!Development!and!training!should!focus!on!Building!the!capacity!of!teachers,!schools,!and!districts!to:!
• Implement!Ecological!and!Sustainable!principles!into!the!core!curriculum!
• Differentiate!instructional!methods!!
• Incorporate!authentic!Project!Based!Learning!experiences!through!community!and!wilderness!
expeditions!
• Integrate!Inquiry!into!the!core!curriculum!
• Seek!support!thru!key!partnerships!and!networking!!
• Further!refine!community!specific!EE!curriculum!
• Develop!authentic!assessments!that!accurately!measure!individual!learning!goals!as!well!as!programatic!
objectives!
• Review!and!Contribute!to!growing!body!of!research!around!community!based!and!urban!environmental!
education!
• Sustain!vital!funding!to!programmatic!needs!

!
Theme,6:,Assessment,and,Evaluation,!
Assessment!is!a!pivotal!part!of!ensuring!quality!implementation!of!any!environmental!education!program.!Assessment!
and!evaluation!should!aim!to!measure!(using!both!quantitative!and!qualitative!data)!progress!towards!stated!missions!
and!intended!outcomes!of!programs.!All!stakeholders!should!have!clear!knowledge!around!their!participation!in!the!
assessment!and!evaluative!process,!as!well!as!all!stakeholders!should!have!accessibility!in!engaging!in!this!process!in!
order!to!make!it!authentic.!!
!
6.1!Program!Evaluation:!A!system!of!metrics!must!be!integrated!with!program!
planning/development!to!measure!and!track!progress!in!achieving!stated!goals!and!objectives.!Assessment!and!
Evaluation!should!focus!on!the!following:!
• Utilizing!Rubrics!that!differentiate!current!from!intended!progress!
• Identifying!key!support!structures!that!allow!programs!to!achieve!their!intended!goals!
• Making!Assessment!and!evaluation!findings!accesible!to!all!stakeholders!
!
6.2!Assessment!of!Cultural!Consciousness!
• Impact!on!individual,!interpersonal,!community!and!legacy!!
• Level!of!Program!
• Level!of!Organization!
• Level!of!Organization’s!Relationship!to!Community!

Environmental Education in Urban Communities:
Guidelines for Excellence
November 16, 2011
I

Introduction
1. Purpose and scope of these guidelines
2. Members of the guidelines writing team:
Ríobart É. (Rob) Breen, Ph.D. – Assistant Professor at Siena College
Allyson Ladley Gibson – Education Outreach Coordinator at the Chesapeake Bay
Foundation
Erica Sniegowski – Education & Outreach Specialist at the Mississippi Watershed
Management Organization

II Foundations: New ways of seeing and thinking about the Sustainable Human Community
1. Cities and urban communities are key to human sustainability in the 21st century
1..1 As the global population continues to rapidly urbanize, achieving urban
sustainability and successful urban environmental education will be essential if
human communities are to survive and thrive in the biosphere. Urban
communities can make decisions that will move cities toward more benign and
sustainable relationships with the ecosystem.
2. The “ urban human habitat”: Transitioning to Post-Industrial Urban Human Communities
3. Urban environmental education’s major focus should be on the built environment, and
may be referred to as an “urban human habitat.”
4. The human-nature relationship: A post-industrial paradigm to replace the obsolete
industrialization paradigm
4.1 Recognize that “industrialization” paradigms have particular views about the
human-nature relationship, and that a post-industrial paradigm reflects a more
scientifically accurate understanding of the interdependence and complexity of
human-nature relationships as a complex social-ecological system.
5. Homo Habitatus - a new model for sustainable humans
5.1 Urban environmental education is perhaps the most strategic and essential means
for creating and disseminating a new model or type for sustainable humans
(“homo habitatus”) to replace the obsolete and inaccurate and environmentally
harmful model of homo economicus.
6. Transgenerational sustainability: youth development and elders development
7. Urban environmental education as ecocivic literacy, living and engagement
8. Complex social ecological systems
9. Cities as models and places of tremendous natural and cultural beauty
III Goals of Urban Environmental Education
1. Achieving urban sustainability through restoration of ecosocial resiliency
2. Harnessing the advantages of diversity and intercultural dialogue
3. Literacy of the urban human habitat
4. Creating new community stories of urban sustainability
5. Enhancing urban environmental democracy
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6. Positive youth development
7. Creating elders for inter-generational mentoring and lifelong learning
8. Fostering community capacity and environmental leadership
9. Encouraging behavior change that leads to better stewardship of the earth and more
sustainable decision making
IV Audience Identification
Urban Environmental Education programs are designed to clearly identify the target audience
and understand the needs, communication preferences, knowledge, and interests of that group.
1. Audience identification - program has a clearly defined target audience.
2. Audience needs - program is designed to carefully consider the needs, interests, and
backgrounds (including cultural, religious, etc) of the identified audience.
3. Audience communication preferences - communication preferences of the audience are
identified, including identifying the needs for a translator and translated materials.
4. Audience prior knowledge - prior knowledge of the audience is understood and the
program builds on that knowledge. Teaching is done at a level appropriate to the
audience.
V Engagement Strategies
1. Urban Environmental Education programs must employ unique and specific engagement
strategies to involve the urban population.
2. Barriers to participation in urban environmental education programs are identified prior
to program implementation
3. Multiple strategies are identified for overcoming barriers to participation and are
implemented
VI Urban Environmental Education Teaching Strategies, Methods and Approaches
1. Urban environmental education is rooted in place-based processes
1.1 Place-based processes use urban landscapes and green spaces (parks) as teaching
tools. Placed-based urban environmental education uses local resources and
habitat to engage learners in environmental education.
2. Multiple learning styles and multiple disciplines (science, art, math, literature, etc)
2.1 Programs should be inclusive, addressing topics from biology (human and nature)
as well as architecture (examining the built environment), and math (calculating
data collected).
2.2 Lessons should address multiple learning styles (visual, audio, tactile, etc.) and
encourage students with various talents to participate when appropriate.
3. Narrative processes and urban community stories
3.1 Since human cognition is deeply narrative, urban environmental education must
take advantage of narrative ways of learning and knowing, and should foster
community stories of urban sustainability. (See Figure 1)
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Figure 1 Gardener Story (Garden Mosaics)

Narrative processes require participants to use interview skills, discover oral history traditions, and use
multiple levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, which encourages various levels of comprehension. Garden Mosaics’
“Gardener Story” activity is an example of how urban EE programs can easily do this.
http://communitygardennews.org/gardenmosaics/pgs/data/story/Gardener_Story.pdf

4. Culturally relevant environmental education
4.1 Urban environmental education should encourage culture-based and culturally
relevant environmental education, and recognize that preservation of diverse
cultures (and their human-nature narratives) and intercultural sharing and
dialogue will help foster more creative and innovative environmental problem
solving. Since every culture holds some keys to successful human-environment
relations, but no culture holds all the keys, this intercultural and cross cultural
dialogue is critical.
5. Trans-generational sustainability and mentoring
5.1 Learn from those who came before us. Identify and interview local experts to
discover what projects have already been done and what are success stories so
that the newest generation does not repeat mistakes but makes progress.
6. Applied service learning through hands-on projects
6.1 Service-learning creates a connection between classroom lessons/topics and real
world situations. Give students the freedom to choose and/or design the projects
they want to complete in order to build their sense of responsibility and pride in
the project. Programs should use hands-on urban ecological restoration to meet
the environmental needs of the community.
VII Urban Environmental Education Topics
Urban environmental education topics and materials are relevant and applicable to the urban
system.
1. The Built Environment - Elements of place-based urban environmental education
1.1 Urban watersheds are used as urban ecological boundaries
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1.1.1 Recognize ecological boundaries (such as watershed boundaries) are not
limited by political boundaries, such as the city limits
1.1.2 Watersheds are natural boundaries with lines that are often invisible, but the
boundaries that we have established by making urban environments can be
useful teaching tools for students who recognize neighborhoods and built
elements rather than mountains and streams. Use the resources like city
blocks and storm drains that can help students focus on specific ecological
issues.
1.2. Urban forestry within the watershed
1.2.1 Urban forests include street trees and wooded area in parks and other open
spaces. They provide benefits and amenities to human communities and
homeowners, while providing urban wildlife habitat and ecological
services. (See Figure 2)
Figure 2 – Urban Forests (Bebette de Vera, Martha C. Monroe, and Jennifer A. Seitz.
School of Forest Resources and Conservation, University of Florida; 2006/Reviewed in 2011.)

Urban forests can be areas of peace, shade, controversy, education, restoration, and beauty. Urban EE
programs have the opportunity to showcase the forest’s many roles and this resource from PLT and the
University of Florida is a way to support those efforts.

1.3 The urban-rural interface
1.3.1 Areas surrounding the city play a role in the urban ecosystem
1.3.2 Identify the interdependent relationships between rural and urban areas, and
the different types of resources. Using maps to recognize where natural and
built boundaries exist will help students realize how intertwined the two
areas are. Follow the path of streams from the mountains as they become
rivers through the city and identify the difference in how both lifestyles use
and dispose of resources like water, trash, and sewage.
1.4 Human-nature interface and human health
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1.4.1 Human health and natural health are connected in a multitude of ways. The
health of our bodies can be tied to our lifestyle and the health of the
environment in which we live. Urban environmental education programs
should help students assess the health of their local built environment and
identify how it impacts their own bodies. Programs/lessons can show
connections between higher pollution levels and higher rates of disease.
1.5 Urban Food Systems
1.5.1 How urban community members get their food varies, but urban
environmental education programs should use interviews, visual
observation, and other investigative methods to allow students to identify
places to get food within the urban environment. Utilizing personnel
resources like foraging experts, grocery store purchasers, farmers and
market suppliers allows students to get immediate information from experts.
Figure 3 What’s Good in My Hood? (Price, Akima. 2011)

“What’s Good in My Hood?” is a unit for urban communities to investigate how elements of everyday life from
food to waste disposal impact neighborhoods. The full document will be available in late 2011. More
information is available on YouTube - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mfh579rjiio.

1.6 Urban Energy Systems
1.6.1 Mapping the pathway from the source of electricity to home or school.
1.6.2 Identify ways that behavior change related to reduced energy use can mean
healthier communities and people.
1.6.3 Identify alternative sources of energy and how they can be used in an urban
context
1.7 Urban Water Treatment and Wastewater Systems
1.7.1 Clean water is vital for human survival and water treatment and wastewater
treatment systems are an essential and often overlooked part of the urban
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system. Elements of place-based education include building an
understanding of the source of drinking water (whether it is ground or
surface water or both) and local water resources, learning about the water
treatment and wastewater treatment processes, and about local water quality
issues and solutions.
1.8 Urban Biodiversity and Habitats
1.8.1 Local habitats, whether it is a neighborhood park, a community garden, or
trees in a schoolyard can be used to teach about biodiversity and habitat.
1.9 Urban Outdoor and Indoor Air Pollution
1.9.1 Outdoor and indoor air pollution is a health and lifestyle concern in urban
areas. Poor outdoor air quality can limit outdoor activities such as running,
biking, and playing sports. Elements of place-based education dealing with
air quality include learning about local sources of power and alternative
energy, among others.
1.10 Urban Development, Redevelopment, Sprawl and Open Spaces
1.10.1 Development, redevelopment, sprawl, and open spaces all define urban
spaces and all aspects of an area, not just the natural, are part of urban
environmental education.
1.11 Urban Buildings, Infrastructure and New Urbanism designs for livable urban
spaces
1.12 Urban Population Growth, Demographics and Density
1.12.1 Urban environmental education must consider and include the effects that
population growth and density have on built and natural environments.
1.13 Urban Climate Change and Adaptation
1.13.1 Local changes in conditions due to climate change should be used to give
context to this larger issue. The effects of climate change can be found by
investigating more intense and frequent storm events, warmer temperatures,
shorter winters, the “heat island” effect, or more frequent drought condition,
among others.
2. The Social Environment – Elements of human development for urban
environmental education
2. 1 Sustainable lifestyle skills
2.1.1 Teach by example, employing sustainable techniques such as water
conservation and lowering the carbon footprint by using less electricity,
eating local food, and using public transportation. Lesson plans should
address basic scientific ideas behind conservation and how to easily
implement behavior change in urban homes.
2.2. Civic education, advocacy and democracy skills
2.2.1 Identify ways that community members have a voice in local decisions and
how those voices can be powerful tools for change. Explore opportunities
for students to do outreach and public education at events or meetings in
individual neighborhoods as well as at a city or county level.
2.3 Environmental education leadership skills
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2.3.1 Integrate leadership development such as communication skills,
confidence-building activities, and teamwork into environmental
education lessons.
VIII Urban Diversity
1. Cultural diversity and the role of intercultural dialogue.
1. 1 Recognize and respect diversity of cultures and background: many immigrant
cultures have a strong connection to the natural world and can introduce expertise
to a community; programs should take advantage of the backgrounds and
knowledge of students.
1.2. Use of inclusive language (translations, interpreters), drawings, and photos.
1.3. Invite representatives of various cultures to share their understandings and
experiences, and be sure to create “safe” spaces for the sharing to take place.
Understanding cultural practices may be the key to understanding connections to
local environment and environmental health/contamination.
2. Socio-economic diversity
2.1 Identify the spectrum of socio-economic situations in the program’s typical
audience
2.2 Examine the valuable role that each member can play in urban EE while
recognizing the limitations their situations presents
3. Religious diversity - The role of religion and faith-based communities in environmental
education
3.1. Faith-based groups are often prevalent in inner city locations; they serve some of
the same roles as community groups in bringing people together. Gathering
together faith-based leaders with an environmental or “Care for Creation” vision
and mission can be an effective way to mobilize an entire congregation.
3.2. Many faith-based groups/institutions consider environmental stewardship an
important part of their mission. Supporting them with educational materials can
help them focus on that mission.
3.3 Secular science-based language, data, and models will often need to be translated
into religious language, narratives and imagery rooted in the faith communities’
traditions and sacred scriptures.
3.4 Be sensitive about having outside faith-based groups –or any other outside group-coming to the inner city to “help the poor people” and then going home after
having “fixed up the neighborhood.” Consider this quote from an aboriginal
leader: “If you have come to help me you can go home; but if you see my struggle
as part of your own survival, perhaps we can work together.”
4. Generational diversity – families, youth adults, elders
4.1 Identify the multiple generations that live in an urban area and examine the stories
that each can contribute to urban EE lessons.
IX Urban Environmental Democracy and Environmental Justice
1. Inequality is the urban environmental justice heritage
1.1 Addresses environmental justice and the role of race and class in cities, and the
ways that environmental decision making have reflected unequal participation and
have distributed environmental benefits and burdens unequally.
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1.2 Urban environmental education should recognize the impacts of “environmental
legacy decisions”: decisions made by a previous generation who receive benefits
but pass on the costs, risks and negative impacts that are borne by subsequent
generations.
2. History of facilities that pollute in targeted areas of the city (landfill, incinerator, shipping
yard, waste water treatment plant, etc.)
2.1 Include field trips, mapping green space vs. “polluted” sections and brownfields,
and identify race, ethnicity, and socio-economic factors in contaminated areas.
Figure 4 Environmental Racism (Chin, Belinda. “25 Lesson Plans” from Environmental Education in Urban
Communities Online Course, 2011.)

Introducing Children to the Idea of Environmental Racism
Adapted from Lesson Published on Teaching Tolerance (http://www.tolerance.org)
A project of the Southern Poverty Law Center
Framework: Environmental racism is a term that was coined by Rev. Benjamin Chavis,
who conducted a study which found that communities of color are more likely to bear the
brunt of environmental hazards than are white communities. That study found that these
environmental disparities occurred because of lax enforcement of environmental rules
and regulations, as well as the placement of landfills and dumps and the disposal of
hazardous waste in minority neighborhoods. The problem is compounded by the fact that
members of affected communities are seldom found on city councils, planning committees
or regulatory boards.
Goal or Objective: In this lesson, students will participate in an activity designed to
simulate the inequity of environmental racism. Students will explore the concept of
environmental racism through their own experience of fairness, and help them grasp the
injustice of this practice.
Age: Grades 3-5
Activity: Instructor chooses a card randomly from a box/bag containing a class number
of cards - half are blue, and half are red. For ex. Class is 24 students: 12 red cards, 12
blue cards. Instruct all the students with a red card to give their garbage to a person
with a blue card over the course of the school
day. Hand out garbage bags to all blue card holders. The blue card holders will carry the
garbage bag with them at all times for half the school day, and use it to collect their own
garbage and any garbage from any red card holder. Explain that the people with blue
cards have to live with this garbage even though they didn't create it. he class might
protest and say things like, "That's not fair," "You're playing favorites," or they might ask
"Why?" You can tell them, "Just because."
Towards midday, students can journal about their experiences. What happened? How did
people behave? How did you behave and feel? After journaling, the roles are reversed everyone who has a garbage bag gives it to someone holding a red card. Towards end of
the day, tell everyone to give you back the cards and garbage bags. Repeat journaling
then facilitate discussion. Go around the room and ask how the exercise made the class
feel. Let everyone air their feelings and explain that just as some kids were forced to take
garbage they didn't make simply because the luck of the draw gave them a red/blue card,
in real life, sometimes people are treated unfairly because of where they live or the color
of their skin. Ask if your students know words for this. Depending on the age, they might
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offer terms like, racism, discrimination and prejudice. Explain that certain
neighborhoods are more likely to suffer from issues such as pollution, garbage and other
environmental problems. Often this is because of unfair practices. This can include
putting dumps and landfills in poor or minority areas where people might not be on the
committees that make the decisions about where a dump should go, or where new
immigrants might not speak English and won't be consulted about developments in their
community.
Materials: equal number of red cards and blue cards so each member of class gets a
card; container for cards; garbage bags
Research:
Bowers: Toward an Eco-Justice Pedagogy
Galvan/LaRocque: “Evaluation & Analyses of Cultural Diversity Training with
Environmental Educators
Taylor, Dorceta: Making Multicultural Environmental Education a Reality
Guidelines for Excellence:
Preparation and Professional Development of Environmental Educators
3.3 Ongoing learning and professional development
4.1 Knowledge of learners
Environmental Education Materials
1. Fairness and accuracy 5. Instructional soundness; 5.1 Learner centered instruction
2. Depth 6. Usability; 6.2 Easy to use; 6.4 Adaptable
3. Emphasis on skill building
This activity is an example of how lessons on diversity, history, and racial situations can be a
part of an urban EE program.
3. Eco-civics and community empowerment
3.1 Residents of urban contaminated neighborhoods are trained as leaders and learn
how to have a voice in their neighborhoods. They take on an issue, like turning a
vacant trashed lot into a beautiful garden or park or shutting down a polluting
power plant. They learn what groups in other communities have done; read about
success stories; connect to those groups; meet people from other neighborhoods
or cities. They get elected officials and “activist” organizations involved.
4. Urban environmental democracy and governance
4.1 Mobilize community to participate in local politics, elections, and decision
making for environmental issues
4.2 Expand “environmental justice” to “environmental democracy” to empower more
marginalized groups under increased environmental risks (racial and ethnic
minorities, poor people, children, infants, elderly, pregnant women, and people with
health issues)
4.3 Create new governance structures using citizen-based and resident-based councils
to advise political leaders and to develop community policies and strategies.
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Appendix A
Best practices for working with urban audiences
Set the groundwork for success
Before you begin:
• Articulate your long term goals
• Gain organizational support and support from stakeholders
• Have realistic expectation
Understand your audience
Find out:
• Who they are
• What their prior knowledge is
• What they want to know about
• What they care about (values, priorities, topics)
• What they do (activities, interests, hobbies)
Understand the community your audience is part of
Find out:
•
What the needs of the community are
• How their needs intersect with long term program goals
Start where they are
• Begin with topics and ideas that are familiar
• Choose information they value or want to know
• Encourage behavior change in activities that already intersect with their lives
Include all aspects of a topic.
• Include social, economic, political, environmental justice, and environmental
aspects
• Include local, regional, and global connections
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Appendix B
List of Resources
(taken from Urban EE Online Library, items submitted by students)
Adam Kessel:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Kessel A. (2011) Historicizing Environmental Racism. Chicago.
Historicizing Enviro Racism Agenda.pdf
Urban Explorers Lesson_Toxic Tour.pdf
Toxic Tour WS.pdf
Chicago River History Room Map.pdf
Hist Enviro Racism Images.pptx

Allyson Ladley Gibson:
•

•

Chesapeake Bay Foundation and Anne Arundel County Public Schools (2011).
How to start an after-school environmental club: a guide for teachers of K-8th
grade students. How to start.pdf
Monke, L. (2005). Why children shouldn't have the world at their fingertips.
http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/159/

Belinda Chin:
•
•

Mapping My Place. A Sense of Place Summer Camp Unit for Seattle's
Community Centers. MappingMyPlace.pdf
Urban Forestry Project. Green Seattle Partnership. Urban Forestry
Summary.pdf

Mariana Morris Bergenson:
•

•

Kolstad C., Vollherbst K., & Millin K. K. (2011) Schoolyard Habitat Project
Guide: a planning guide for creating schoolyard habitat and outdoor classroom
projects. Second edition. U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service.
(www.fws.gov/cno/pdf/HabitatGuideColor.pdf) Schoolyard Habitat.pdf
Music Video by YAP! Youth Ambassador Program "Walk With Me"
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4CP10K_KTAE

Mary Ford:
•

Ocean Curriculum.
http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/collections/marineprotected-areas/?ar_a=1
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•

National Audubon Society (2011). Tools of engagement: a toolkit for engaging
people in conservation. Toolkit Version 1.pdf Also available at:
http://web4.audubon.org/educate/toolkit

Safiya Samman:
•
•

Job Corps: Climate Change. Curriculum and activity guide - module 1. USDA,
Forest Service (2010). Job Corps Climate Change.pdf
Job Corps: Green Jobs. Curriculum and activity guide - module 3. USDA,
Forest Service (2010). Job Corps Green Jobs.pdf
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Environmental Education in Urban
Communities:
Guidelines for Excellence
Writing Team:
Melissa Arthur, Kansas Association for Conservation & EE
Kate Bedient, Homewaters Program Coordinator, IslandWood
Shannon Francis, Indigenous Permaculturalist
Nia Keith, Education Coordinator, Mass Audubon
Jim Simon, Isles, Inc.

Urban Environmental Education
(def): “A process of teaching and
learning about environmental
systems that involves exploring
one’s own surroundings, both built
and natural.” –anonymous EEUC
participant

The following are a list of key characteristics to identify upon evaluating an Urban
Environmental Education program. These Guidelines for Excellency should be used in
conjunction with other guidelines created for NAAEE.
Key Characteristic #1: URBAN INTERPRETATION
1.1) The program defines traditional environmental concepts such as habitat, conservation, and
restoration from a new, urban standpoint.
What to look for:
•

•
•

•
•

Conservation projects include non-traditional sites such as brownfields, abandoned lots and
alleyways, schoolyards, greenbelts and greenways, curbsides, parks, and community
gardens as well as traditional, natural spaces.
Traditional environmental projects are adapted to serve the needs of the human and nonhuman inhabitants of an urban population.
The program actively participates in discussions with traditional environmental groups to
advocate for urban interpretation and the inclusion of urban centers in the environmental
movement.
Urban renewal, beautification, and infrastructure improvements and economic development
projects are all seen as opportunities to address environmental issues in the community.
The urban environment is viewed as an ecosystem just like a forest or a wetland.

1.2) The program recognizes and discusses both the built and natural environment.
What to look for:
•

•

Harmony between the built and natural environment is represented as an ideal goal in
literature, materials, discussions, projects, and media created by the program or
organization.
Program highlights the interconnectedness of the natural and built environment, instead of
representing humans and human activity as being apart from or in opposition to the natural
world.
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•

Activities include exploration of social and cultural centers within the community, such as
museums, music halls, libraries, and schools, as well as places where nature can be found
like parks, community gardens, and greenways.

1.3) Social, political, and economic concerns, such as food accessibility, environmental justice,
and homelessness, are recognized as integral components of urban environmental education.
What to look for:
•

•
•

The program provides opportunities for participants to explore social, political, and economic
concerns that have a direct impact on the natural and built environment through experiential
activities in the participants’ community.
The program provides opportunities to address environmental issues through civic ecology,
service-learning, place-based or citizen science activities.
Program teaches practical or technical skills that can be used to address socioenvironmental issues, i.e. gardening to address food accessibility.

Key Characteristic #2: CURRICULUM SELECTION & LESSON DELIVERY
2.1) Place-based / regional curriculum: Program utilizes locally focused content to engage
learners in their urban environment.
What to look for:
•
•
•
•

Program focuses on regional and local issues, creating meaningful and relevant
experiences for learners.
Curricula are adapted from national programs to relate to the urban environment, taking into
account concepts listed in Key Characteristic #1.
Case studies and readings come from the local community and are inclusive or a variety of
different cultures and view points.
Visitors, presenters, experts are members of the local community.

2.2) Program builds on learners’ prior knowledge.
What to look for:
• Learners can apply content to their own lives and to prior experiences. Programs address
intergenerational concepts, local stories, timely issues and relevant topics.
• Content is relevant to urban dwellers, building off everyday experiences, familiar
observations, local stories, etc.
• For school-aged audiences, programs relate to in-class learning and are age appropriate.
Connections are made to public school curricula.
2.3) Program includes action component.
What to look for:
•

Learners have opportunities to act on newly acquired information (i.e. make a difference or
make change in their communities).
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•
•

Students are empowered by activities and feel a sense of accomplishment in completing
them.
Service projects are well maintained by program staff in order to keep a sense of continuity
from one season to the next.

2.3) Highly qualified and diverse instructional staff: The planning and conducting of the program
is based on a highly qualified and trained cadre of staff and volunteers. The cultural and ethnic
diversity of the program's intended participants is represented on the program planning and
delivery team.
What to look for:
•
•
•

•

Program staff and volunteers are selected to represent the cultural and ethnic diversity of
the intended program participants.
The training needs of urban EE staff, volunteers, and other presenters or educators have
been assessed, and an appropriate amount of time and resources are allocated to training.
A training program for staff, volunteers, and other presenters or educators has been
designed and implemented. (Urban EE training extends beyond subject matter and
technique, and includes safety and emergency preparedness, cultural sensitivity &
inclusiveness, working with ESL learners, community engagement, handling of disruptive
behavior, need for objectivity and balance, etc.)
Professional development and enrichment activities are available for staff and volunteers.
These activities may include leadership development and mentoring opportunities for past
program participants who are interested in urban EE.

Key Characteristic #3: Goals & Objectives
3.1) The environmental education program should be based on well-considered goals and
objectives that reflect the distinct character, needs, and assets of urban communities. With the
ultimate goal of an environmentally literate and environmentally active citizenry, programs
should be designed to reinforce a sense of place while promoting stewardship of local
communities. Urban environmental education should offer concrete and measurable, attainable
objectives while still allowing for less structured, experiential-based activities. Giving participants
a chance for input on program objectives and helping them shape the outcomes in positive
ways that also solve problems will help foster a sense of collective empowerment.
Organizations should consider their environmental education efforts in context with other
programs and initiatives in the local community and collaborate when possible for the most
positive impact.
3.2) Fit with Goals and Objectives of Environmental Education.
The environmental education program builds towards the larger goals and objectives of the
environmental education field while still serving the needs of the local community.
• The program clearly establishes how it contributes to the larger goals of environmental literacy
and responsible action such as those detailed in Excellence in Environmental Education:
Guidelines for Learning (K-12):
Questioning and Analysis Skills (Example: Is there an environmental issue in my
community?)
.
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Knowledge of Environmental Processes and Systems (Why is this a problem, and what are
the causes?)
Skills for Understanding and Addressing Environmental Issues (What kind of tools can I
use to come with a strategy to solve the problem?)
Personal and Civic Responsibility (Understanding that I can have a positive impact on
environmental issues in my community.)
Key Characteristic #4 COMMUNITY BUILDING & PARTNERSHIPS
4.1) Assessment of Resource Needs & Partnership Opportunities: The urban environmental
education program has identified community resources and partners to support the program,
and clarified roles and expectations of all parties.
What to look for:
•
•

•
•
•
•

Partners needed to develop and implement the program have been identified early in the
program planning process, and are included throughout program planning.
A broad range of partners is considered to reflect the diversity and culture of the local
community. (Urban EE partners can provide not just EE expertise & logistical resources, but
can help a program gain acceptance in a community, help build a multi-lingual program,
open doors to safe & accepted gathering spaces, recruit target audiences, etc.)
Partners in the business, non-profit, civic, and education spheres are considered.
Whenever possible, partnerships build bridges between generations, races, classes, and
cultures in the local community.
Needed resources, both from within the organization and from community partners have
been agreed to, and are available.
Potential benefits to community partners are maximized (the program gives back as much
as it receives from community partners).

4.2) Facilities Management: Safe, accessible, and appropriate facilities are available for the
urban environmental education program.
What to look for:
•
•
•
•
•

Facilities are within walking distance or are easily accessible to the target audience via
public transportation (if not, transportation may be provided).
Facilities that are or are near accepted community gathering places have been considered.
Needed facilities have been reserved or rented and/or facility use permits and permissions
have been obtained.
Facilities and areas to be used for the program have been surveyed to ensure that there are
no medical or safety hazards.
Facilities and grounds meet the letter and spirit of the Americans with Disabilities Act.
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4.3) Provision of Support Materials: Effective urban environmental education programs require
that adequate supplies and resources be on hand.
What to look for:
•
•
•
•
•

Arrangements have been made for needed food, drinks, lodging, etc.
Financial arrangements have been made to pay for food, entrance fees, supplies,
etc., needed during the program and to collect applicable program charges.
The program is designed to keep participant costs as low as possible, and scholarships are
offered if resources are available.
Program registration materials include a clear description of participant costs and what is
provided/included (meals, transportation, entrance fees, books, etc.).
All equipment has been tested under conditions comparable to those likely during the
program, and staff members are trained in its use and maintenance.

4.4) Emergency Planning: A safe and effective urban environmental education program includes
thorough emergency planning.
What to look for:
•
•

•
•
•

Community partners and/or local law enforcement have been involved in selecting a safe
meeting place, and advised the program on safety considerations unique to the local area.
Staff members: Know whom to contact for medical assistance and to report an emergency
such as a fire, and they know where the nearest phone or radio is to make the contact; Have
been trained to recognize poisonous animals and plants and how to avoid them; Have been
trained to respond to all emergency situations they might reasonably be expected to
encounter, such as missing persons or a water rescue.
A system is in place to warn staff of severe weather (or other emergency situations) and
staff members know where to go for shelter or how to evacuate.
Appropriate staff members have received training in first aid and cardiopulmonary
resuscitation (CPR).
Participants have been provided with relevant information about the program, including level
of physical activity, appropriate clothing, equipment needed, safety concerns, etc. (in some
cases, participants may be asked to provide information about allergies and medical
conditions).

Key Characteristic #5 CULTURAL APPROPRIATENESS
5.1) Cultural Diversity Inclusiveness
What to look for:
•
•
•

Highlight the importance of respecting attitudes and beliefs that are different from your
own.
Program ensures that people have choices, and that these choices are enlarged.
Program encourages cooperation, not competition, whereas cooperation is a positive
interaction for all.
Team building values for learners and staff based on reciprocity and obligations towards
both community and other beings
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•

Program emphasizes on discovering abilities and the beauty of difference rather than
focusing on deficiencies

5.2) Quality in Cultural Diversity
What to look for:
•

•
•
•
•

Event or program developed according to the target audience: one looking at Quality in
Projects, which focuses on young people; another looking at training activities to support
those that work with young people.
Includes finding out what you may need to change / adapt to make sure you are
satisfying your stakeholders
Having quality criteria ensuring aspects of reliability and validity
Adapting for different audiences.
Explore cultural issues or norms that impact everyday interactions

5.3) Diversity & Intercultural learning
• The program aims at understanding diversity and not imposing, lecturing or preaching
one right way.
• Stimulates tolerance and interactions between people from different cultures/realities
5.4) Methodology in Cultural Competence
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

It should provide a safe environment to try approaches and methods.
Participants are involved in the process of decision making through
out the program.
Participants share the responsibility for the success of the program
The needs of the target group shape the program.
It is adaptable for future use by other partners or programs.
Has a balance between experiential learning and developing skills.
Common values should be shared among members.

