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Results of Session 3: Lay of the Land
Non-formal Education: Youth & Families

The Youth & Families 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 five Youth & Families groups participating in this session.*
Lay of the Land

1. While there was some agreement with the claim that there are currently many
opportunities for youth and families to participate in environmental education through a
“variety of venues,” many of the participants identified factors that limit access to such
opportunities:

e Environmental education opportunities are available in some areas, but not others: It
depends on where a person lives.

e There are more opportunities designed for younger children (grade school); fewer
opportunities exist for older children/teenagers.

e Older children, and families with older children, tend to be busy. It is difficult for
them to find the time for environmental education.

e Adults who do not have children are unlikely to know about organizations offering
these types of opportunities.

e People who are already interested in such opportunities can find them, but others are
unaware that they exist.

o If the parents are not interested, the children are unlikely to participate.

Other observations and suggestions:
¢ Not much environmental education is currently offered through recreational
programming or businesses.

e Add the following to the list of venues: community service projects, specialized
outreach/education programs, scouting, Campfire, 4H, YMCA, boys and girls clubs,
church groups, summer camps, nature centers, and non-governmental organizations.
Also: federal, state, local, and tribal agencies.

! The electronic files for group #23 were corrupt, so the group’s discussion notes could not be included. This report
does include the individual comments from this group.
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e Add examples to show what is meant by “outdoor learning centers,” “recreational
programming,” and so on.

¢ Note specific examples: Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge, Stream Team program,
Trout Unlimited, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation.

e Define “environmental” in the context of non-formal education.

2. Concerning the assertion that a wide range of environmental education opportunities are
available and that these provide a range of options to those “who are aware of these
opportunities,” the response of participants was a mixed. None of the participants expressed
outright agreement, and some flatly disagreed. Most pointed to the factors that limit
availability, and stressed that public awareness is also a significant issue.

Other observations and suggestions:
e The actual range of such opportunities is not that wide yet.

e Some areas have more to choose from than others; Thurston County is fortunate in this
respect. Some areas lack such options due to lack of interest, and therefore lack of
funding.

e More outreach is needed.

¢ The way the statement is worded struck some participants as awkward.

3. Most of the participants agreed that those who have no particular interest in
environmental topics and activities are often unaware of the opportunities that are available
and “do not derive benefit from these opportunities.” A number pointed out that people have
to go looking for such opportunities, and more needs to be done to increase awareness and
ease of access.

Other observations and suggestions:
e A change of values is needed, so people recognize that “nature is worth protecting,
restoring, and honoring.”

e Inspire interest by showing people “what’s in it for them.” Advertise the personal
benefits of environmental protection and a sustainable lifestyle, but also show them
that a sustainable lifestyle really is the only option.

e Seek to cater messages, programs, and activities to audiences with different cultural
values. While efforts should be made to teach/create new environmentally sustainable
habits, educational programming should be culturally sensitive.

¢ Environmental issues are not a prominent feature of mainstream news outlets.

e Efforts to identify, organize, and coordinate environmental education programs are
currently limited. A database of resources is needed.

e More effort needs to go into marketing these programs.
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Those who consider themselves part of the environmental community tend to have an
“us vs. them” mentality. Members of this community also tend to “preach to the
choir.”

There appear to be few opportunities available for families. Programs need to be age-
appropriate, and need to appeal to families with children of different ages (e.qg.
stream teams, family restoration projects). One of the difficulties here is a lack of
resources to accommodate multiple audiences. (Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge is
an example of an organization that does this well.)

One participant suggested the word “education” may have a negative connotation,
and thus might detract from efforts to convey environmental information.

Challenges

1. Some participants thought the variety of non-formal education, and in particular the
number and diversity of messages, is overwhelming the public. Other participants said the
greater problem was lack of awareness—people are not overwhelmed, because they are not
even aware that such variety exists. In one of the groups, it was suggested that the public is
numbed rather than overwhelmed: People are confronted with so many other issues, and
there is so little coverage or “advertising” of environmental concerns, that the public is
unmoved. A few participants said the offerings currently available in the region are “just
right,” and could even be expanded—the diversity of offerings is an asset, because different
options appeal to the interests of a variety of people.

Other observations and suggestions:

We need better coordination and advertising of programs, and programs must develop
and articulate their goals more clearly. Also, there is too much redundancy, and there
are too many competing interests.

Well-sorted, accessible directories are needed that contain neutral descriptions of
environmental education resources. These should include all levels: federal, state,
local, etc.

Coordination of programs is difficult because there is “so much going on.” It can also
be difficult to coordinate programs and messages when participating organizations and
educators have different biases and agendas.

Attention should be given to making environmental education enjoyable. People will
not be engaged by preaching and dire predictions. Engage people through
entertainment and by developing personal connections.

People don’t take environmental education/issues seriously.

Some people are drawn to outdoor education programs, but are not interested in doing
anything “formal.”

Misinformation and bias is a problem, and most families do not have the time or
resources to sort this out on their own.
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e South county people have traditionally chosen to opt out of any utility charge, thus
demonstrating that they do not value EE.

2. Most of the participants agreed that many people are unaware of environmental education
offerings, or are not inclined to participate because they think these offerings are for the
environmental community, “of which they don’t feel a part.” A few suggested that the
problem is not that these people feel they are not a part of the environmental community,
but that they don't think about environmental issues at all and never connect environmental
issues to their own daily lives.

Other observations and suggestions:

e The challenge is not only to make people aware, but also to hook them, particularly
when they have so many other priorities. One avenue is to offer fun, free, family
events.

e Successful communication will require more than giving information in the newspaper;
the Internet is an important tool. Other tools might include a regular section and
marketing in the local paper, and a magazine highlighting events.

e Transportation is a key issue.
e It is difficult to define what the “environmental community” is.

¢ Reword the statement as follows: “Many people simply are not aware of these great
educational offerings or do not choose to participate....”

e Some people may feel fearful about how to address environmental issues, especially
with their children.

3. In general, the participants agreed that environmental education is undervalued and
“tends to be the first thing cut when budgets get tight.” Quite a few pointed out that, in
many cases, environmental education is such a low priority it is not there to be cut. A number
of participants suggested it is valued by providers at one level (many teachers), but valued far
less by those who control the funding.

A few participants thought this challenge sounded more relevant to formal education than to
non-formal education. In the case of the latter, a few participants asserted that
environmental education is both more valued and more likely to be funded. Where funding is
a problem, participants thought society as a whole must exert pressure to change these
priorities in the legislature and elsewhere.

Other observations and suggestions:
e Environmental education needs to be embedded in the GLES/EARLS.
e Even when there is funding, there is not always support.

¢ Environmental education is expected, but not funded. The highest quality
environmental education is thus often not available.
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Core values need to change so that people think it is worthwhile to protect and
restore ecosystems. People must value the natural environment in itself.

4. There was mixed reaction to the claim that environmental education “offerings are
limited in South Thurston County” due to a lack of necessary utility services in this area. A
number of participants said they could not assess the statement, because they did not
understand it. They asked for more details and examples to clarify. Others agreed with the
statement, but wanted to add “Mason County.” One patrticipant agreed that it might be true,
but thought offerings were still better than in other areas. A couple of participants again
linked the availability of offerings to the issue of funding.

Other Challenges

Environmental education and issues have become extremely politicized, and this
affects both how the public perceives them and how organizations raise funds.

Polarization caused by the current political environment limits organizations and is a
barrier to solutions.

Consistent funding and comprehensive support are needed.

Priorities must change, and workloads must be adjusted to allow more time for
environmental education.

Environmental education offerings must address values and critical thinking skills.

We rely on volunteers to work with children, but their numbers are decreasing and
many lack an EE background.

Many adults are disconnected from, and uncomfortable in, the natural world, so are
not in a good position to teach children.

It can be difficult to package environmental education so that it is attractive to the
public, yet still fulfills the agency’s goal.

Media coverage tends to focus on the “clash” between business interests and
environmental protection.

Population movement in the northwest means many new residents are unaware of
local issues.

More needs to be done to inspire and cultivate new leaders.
Many people lack a personal connection to the local community and the environment.
Escalating population growth is a critical challenge.

Environmental issues and education are complex—these are integrated into everything,
rather than “stand alone” concerns. Given this complexity, EE is difficult to value, and
there is no single answer.
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