
 

      TME3 LEADERSHIP SUMMIT 
RESULTS OF SESSION 3: LAY OF THE LAND 

PRE K-12 / TEACHER EDUCATION 

1

 
E3 Washington is a project of the 

Environmental Education 
Association of Washington 

www.e3washington.org 

 
Thurston-Mason Counties E3 Leadership Summit 

June 1, 2007  
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The PreK-12/Teacher Education participants offered the following responses when asked to 
comment on statements assessing the current status of environmental education in 
Washington. This summary reflects both comments generated by participants as a group and 
comments submitted in writing by individual participants.   

There were nine PreK-12/Teacher Education groups participating in this session.   

Lay of the Land  

1.  There was general acceptance of the view that environmental education in Washington is 
a mandate that is neither funded nor fully implemented. Most participants, however, thought 
the statement ought to be qualified. They observed that not only is environmental education 
“piecemeal,” in many cases it is not taught at all. In addition, they identified the following as 
equal to or more critical than the issue of funding: 

 

Many elementary teachers do not teach science because they feel they are not 
qualified. Science is also not required for elementary education. 

 

Many educators are not well informed about environmental education and do not 
consider it a priority. 

 

Environmental education is more often discussed than implemented.   

 

Educators must be willing to put in extra time for the environmental programs that 
currently exist. Also, they often have to work alone. 

 

Environmental education lacks central organization, and it is not validated or verified 
by state exams such as the WASL. 

 

Most schools do not make environmental education a priority, and there is pressure to 
stick to the regular curriculum. Teachers who incorporate EE are not supported or 
rewarded for it.   

     Additional observations: 

 

A number of participants were not aware that environmental education was 
mandated.  

 

It was observed that the case of home-schooled children was not included.  

 

Some private schools have an advantage and have already done a great deal to 
integrate environmental education.  
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2.  The statement that business leaders are looking for employees with “environmental 
awareness, knowledge, and skills” was received with considerable skepticism by most of the 
participants. While some were merely uncertain about the statement, others considered it to 
be entirely unrealistic. They argued that environmental education is not valued by the 
majority of business leaders, although some conceded that business leaders might at least be 
more aware of environmental education. In support of this skepticism, at least one group 
observed that business leaders do not fund environmental education.    

      Additional observations and suggestions: 

 

At least one participant indicated that students are weakest when it comes to 
environmental skills. This was linked to the tendency merely to teach students to 
memorize and regurgitate information. 

 

It was suggested that schools teach economics to show how the economy and 
environment connect.  

3.  Most of the participants agreed that students would benefit from constant environmental 
education throughout their school experience. The statement that “most students’ 
environmental education is limited to a ‘camp’ experience in the 5th grade,” however, 
received mixed comments from participants: Some thought the camp experience did not 
warrant specific mention. They pointed out that this type of educational experience is 
expensive, and most schools have no access to these programs, so most students will not 
receive even this fifth-grade experience. For those that do, the camp was thought 
worthwhile. While some indicated that the trend in environmental education is moving away 
from the camp, others suggested it should be part of a more comprehensive and ongoing 
environmental education experience.   

     Additional observations and suggestions: 

 

Some participants stressed the importance of hands-on experience, and also of 
involving students in projects that allow them to see the difference they can make in 
their own communities.  

 

Networking among colleagues in education was considered essential.  

 

There was some concern that a “boxed curriculum” be avoided, and that 
environmental education be shaped to fit the needs and setting of each community. 
On the other hand, it was noted that standards are currently lacking. The materials 
and methodology for integrating environmental education throughout the curriculum 
at each grade level are also lacking, and each teacher must create her/his own plan.  

 

One group pointed out the difficulty of funding a continuous process of environmental 
education, and suggested that extracurricular sources for environmental education 
ought to be tapped.   

 

Many stressed that environmental education needs to reach the youngest grade levels. 
A one-day environmental camp for grades 1-4 was also suggested, with each grade 
exploring a different theme.  

 

Many emphasized the need to integrate environmental education across disciplines.  
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4.  Most of the groups agreed that partnerships between the formal education sector and 
other organizations and agencies are extremely important to the success of environmental 
education. Nevertheless, some participants expressed no opinion, and others said they were 
not certain of the full meaning of the statement they were asked to evaluate: For example, 
some wanted to know what was meant by “non-formal organizations.”  Some thought there 
was a need for a coordinator to help connect teachers to partnership opportunities. A few 
comments addressed the role of administrators: some identifyed them as sources of negative 
interference, and others as a potential resource.  

Partnerships were deemed important for environmental education because they help: 

 

Involve a broader spectrum of people in environmental education, including higher 
education, property owners and other members of the community, and students.  

 

Increase awareness of what sustainability means and how everything is 
interconnected. 

 

Ensure that environmental education is a continuous experience.  

 

Help cultivate the sense of community.  

 

Provide or supplement necessary funding. 

 

Provide opportunities for service; help educators locate resources and project 
opportunities within the community. 

 

Cultivate open communication/networking.    

Challenges  

1.  Most groups agreed that incorporating environmental education into the school 
curriculum—particularly when schools are focused on improving WASL scores—is a challenge. 
Beyond that basic agreement, the comments were varied. 

 

Concerns about tests—Some participants worried that if environmental education is 
not well integrated, it will simply lead to the creation of another exam. Others were 
concerned that exams and exam scores were assuming too much importance, and that 
incorporation of environmental education should not “be about improving WASL 
scores.” 

 

Concerns about teachers—Much of the discussion focused on the needs of teachers. 
Teachers must focus on ensuring that students are prepared for the WASL, so they 
resist incorporating new subjects. The curriculum must be coordinated to incorporate 
environmental education across disciplines, and teachers must receive the time, 
support and training they need to teach it. Funding must be provided for such training 
and development. Science in particular needs greater attention. Teachers need to be 
shown not only “how EE can be used to practice the skills of reading, writing, and 
mathematics,” but how environmental education strengthens those skills. Standards 
for environmental literacy must also be developed. 

http://www.e3washington.org
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Other concerns—The integration and teacher training need to be mandatory. The 
quantity and quality of teacher training opportunities will have to increase.  

2.  Most groups agreed that school leaders currently receive no training in “environment, 
environmental education, or why such work might be important in public schools.” They also 
accepted that environmental education must be supported at all levels, and that this must be 
a priority. Some added teachers to the list of those needing such training. 

     Additional observations: 

 

Some participants noted that, currently, such training as there is comes from partner 
organizations and professionals.  

 

It was suggested that educators need hands-on experience in the field. Some added 
that training should also address tactics and age-appropriate local and global issues.   

 

Individual teachers are currently seeking out resources and incorporating 
environmental education using what they have; however, teachers are often unaware 
of the resources available through other organizations and agencies. 

 

There was some concern that because of their very complexity, modern schools have 
become less flexible—less open to new ways of doing things.  

 

It was suggested that student support (ASB, clubs, etc.) would be helpful.  

3.  There was disagreement over whether students in schools serving lower income families 
have less opportunity to participate in “systematic EE and outdoor experiences” because 
resources are not allocated equally. Some participants strongly agreed. They added that 
parent volunteers in more affluent schools are more likely to be aware and supportive of 
environmental education. Those who disagreed or expressed reservations argued that both 
the location of the school and the initiative of the teachers play a more significant role in the 
opportunities of the students. Some also said that funding for environmental education is a 
problem everywhere because many schools have not made environmental education a 
priority.   

4.  Most participants agreed that “environmental literacy” is a challenge, but some were 
optimistic that this is changing. Others considered a related challenge to be the increasing 
dependence of society on the electronic world and the fact that the lives of many people now 
include very little time out of doors. Some thought teacher training was also needed to 
address this.   

     Additional Challenges 

 

Time: Teachers simply do not have the time to take on more. There is no time for 
grant writing to support EE projects. Training and curriculum development should not 
be done on weekends or after a full day of teaching. 

 

Teacher initiative: Some teachers are passionate about other subjects (music, history), 
and so environmental education simply is not receiving much /any of their attention. 

http://www.e3washington.org
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Insurance: Insurance restrictions are increasingly limiting what can be done in the 
field.  

 
Funding. 

 
Transportation. 

 

Lack of leadership. 

 

“No Child Left Behind”   

Opportunities to Build Upon  

1.  The statement that there are already many educators in Washington “making progress on 
‘the basics’ by integrating environmental education into the curriculum, teaching applied 
science, and conducting field trips, was received with some reservations. While some 
participants accepted the statement, many thought too little was being done to advertise this 
activity so other teachers might find inspiration and take up the challenge. On the other 
hand, many participants were extremely skeptical, and wanted to know how many such 
educators there really were and how the effectiveness of their work was being measured. 
They also pointed out the difficulty of conducting field trips, especially for older kids, and the 
lack of resources and time available to most educators because environmental education is 
not a priority for their schools. Many of these participants saw this not as an opportunity to 
be built upon, but as yet another challenge. Several people suggested that a coordinator 
could help assist teachers with such efforts.  

2.  Most recognized the “many existing model programs that link schools with agency, 
business, and community-based organizations” as a good opportunity for future development 
across the state. Some pointed out that there appears to be poor communication with 
teachers, and that some teachers and schools will not embrace such opportunities even if 
aware of them. Here again, several thought it would help to have a coordinator to facilitate 
these relationships. A central website, perhaps maintained by E3, was also suggested.  

3.  All groups agreed that senior culminating projects could be an excellent environmental 
education opportunity. Some added that middle schools sometimes have a community service 
requirement. Others wanted a resource list to help them identify opportunities for such 
projects.  

4.  Many groups agreed that the development of green schools linking sustainable building 
construction and management with the curriculum is a good opportunity, although some 
participants expressed confusion about the potential links to the curriculum and wanted more 
clarification. Some thought it would be prudent to develop Internet resources and present 
curriculum and activities online. Others considered funding a major obstacle, as well as lack 
of support from local school districts.  

5.  There was mixed reaction to the idea that the existence of the science WASL might 
provide more environmental education opportunities in the classroom. Some participants 
agreed, and some thought environmental education, including a service learning project, 
could be incorporated as a requirement. Others did not see this as an opportunity, since it did 
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