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“
Introduction

1 U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, speaking at the Sustainability Summit, September 21, 2010.
2  NAAEE Guidelines for Learning were developed to set a standard for high-quality environmental education across the county, 
based on what an environmentally literate person should know and be able to do. They draw on the best thinking in the field 
to outline the core ingredients for environmental education (NAAEE, 2004, pg.1). These standards are aligned to national 
standards in arts, civics and government, economics, English language arts, geography, history, mathematics, science, and social 
studies. 

This work is vital to support the growth of green jobs—and for the 
growth of the economy as a whole.... But our commitment has to 

be about even more than career pathways. It also has to prepare all 
students with the knowledge they need to be green citizens1.”

                                                                                            U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan

The Development of Rhode Island’s Environmental Literacy Plan

In the Fall of 2008, the Rhode Island Environmental Education Association (RIEEA) began to 
reach out to broad variety of educational stakeholders, including members of the Rhode Island 
General Assembly; professional educational associations; the Rhode Island State Departments 
of Education (RIDE), Environmental Management (DEM), and HEALTH; higher education 
institutions; K-12 educators; community organizations; and outdoor, environmental education 
centers and organizations. RIEEA convened a kick-off presentation at which Gary Heath, for-
mer Assistant Superintendent, Maryland Department of Education and Director of Educational 
Policy for the No Child Left Inside Coalition, presented information about the No Child Left 
Inside legislation. Since that time, RIEEA has coordinated the efforts to keep these stakeholders 
informed and engaged in contributing feedback to the Environmental Literacy Plan (ELP).

In the spring 2009, RIEEA received a grant from the Rhode Island Foundation to hire a consul-
tant to work with RIEEA and RIDE to write the ELP. Letters of support were also received at 
this time for the development of a Rhode Island ELP from both RIDE and DEM. 

Over the summer of 2009, the number of educators and stakeholders involved in the plan-
ning continued to grow. A great deal of time was spent identifying other initiatives and efforts 
in the state that could connect and strengthen the ELP. A few strong connections emerged: the 
Rhode Island Technology Enhanced Science Project (RITES), a National Science Foundation-
funded Mathematics-Science Partnership, the Great Outdoors Pursuit from the R.I. DEM, the 
Initiative for a Healthy Weight from the R.I. HEALTH, and the 21st Century skills and the R.I. 
Department of Education’s Strategic Plan 2010-2015.

Throughout the fall of 2009, RIEEA compiled the results of research on national and state 
academic achievement, as well as on the academic, health and career outcomes that are associ-
ated with the inclusion of environmental education in K-12 curricula. From this, a “Case for 
Support” document was developed (Appendix A) and has been used to promote the concept of 
an ELP at different public and legislative events.

A gap analysis was also completed to determine the degree to which R.I. already has components 
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of the ELP in place. This included an analysis of the Rhode Island Science, Civics, and 
Engineering and Technology Standards.  This analysis was then cross-walked to national envi-
ronmental literacy standards (see Appendix B) developed by the North American Environmental 
Education Association (NAAEE)2, as well as an analysis of the R.I. graduation and assessment 
requirements. Additionally, a survey was made available to all Rhode Island teachers to determine 
the level of environmental literacy being taught in K-12 schools and the professional develop-
ment needs in environmental education across the state (see Appendix C).

An Environmental Literacy Plan steering committee (see Appendix D) was convened in the fall 
of 2009 to review the work to date and provide input into the vision and action steps for the 
creation of the ELP. The steering committee later provided detailed feedback on the first draft of 
the ELP. 

Significant effort was taken to connect the ELP development work in R.I. with initiatives across 
the region and the country. RIEEA board members worked closely with national organizations 
including the No Child Left Inside Coalition and NAAEE. Throughout the process, Rhode 
Island gained recognition as a national leader in ELP development, especially in regards to devel-
oping the ELP through an inclusive and collaborative process. As such, RIEEA received recogni-
tion as the 2009 NAAEE Affiliate of the Year. 

RIEEA and RIDE worked with the New England Environmental Education Alliance to coordi-
nate ELP development efforts with the five other New England states.  Four of these states (RI, 
VT, NH & ME) share a statewide assessment systems, the New England Common Assessment 
Program (NECAP), and membership in the New England Secondary Schools Consortium. ELP 
teams from all six New England states, including both environmental educators and department 
of education employees, met in the fall of 2009 for a full day ELP planning session facilitated by 
Linda Rhodes, Advocacy Committee Chair, and Brian Day, Former Executive Director of North 
American Association of Environmental Education.

Children in Nature Coalition

Rhode Island’s governmental agencies, non-profit organizations and businesses have begun the 
work of providing opportunities for environmentally literate citizens to be developed, engaged, 
and employed in Rhode Island. However, many of these efforts are not connected in ways that 
could leverage the further development of environmentally literate citizens. Therefore, in the 
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fall of 2010, RIEEA developed a proposed Executive Order to establish a Children in Nature 
Coalition to provide the forum and means to establish the communication needed to create 
collaboration to enhance the efforts of state agencies and the work of businesses and nonprof-
its. For example, Rhode Island’s  Department of Education’s Environmental Literacy Plan, the 
Department of Environmental Management’s Great Outdoor Pursuit, The S.T.E.M. Center at 
Rhode Island College, the Rhode Island Economic Development 
Corporation’s Green Economy Initiative, and HEALTH’s 
Healthy Weight Initiative all represent efforts that, through 
communication and collaboration, could be greatly 
enhanced to further reach the goal of environmentally 
literate citizens. 

The proposed Executive Order to establish this ini-
tiative has been shared with Rhode Island Agencies 
and the Governor’s office. If established, the new 
Children in Nature Initiative could provide a 
means to build and sustain support for the short- 
and long-term action recommendations that make 
up the ELP.

As Secretary Duncan recently stated, “Right now, in 
the second decade of the 21st century, preparing our stu-
dents to be good environmental citizens is some of the most 
important work any of us can do. It is for our children, and our 
children’s children, and generations yet to come... Education and 
sustainability are the keys to our economic future—and our ecological future.”

Definitions

Two founding documents anchor internationally recognized environmental education defini-
tions and practices: the Belgrade Charter (United Nations Education Scientific and Cultural 
Organization-United Nations Environment Programme [UNESCO-UNEP], 1976) and the 
Tbilisi Declaration (UNESCO, 1978). The Belgrade Charter provided an initial goal statement 
for environmental education that was adopted during a 1976 United Nations conference:

The goal of environmental education is to develop a world population that is aware 
of, and concerned about the environment and its associated problems, and well as the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivations, and commitment to work individually and col-
lectively toward solutions of current problems and the prevention of new ones.

A short time later, at the world’s first intergovernmental conference on environmental education 
in 1978, The Tbilisi Declaration was created to further articulate the goals for environmental 
education.  The goals of the declaration are:

To foster clear awareness of, and concern about, economic, social, political and ecological •	
interdependence in urban and rural areas;
To provide every person with opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, •	
commitment and skills needed to protect and improve the environment;
To create new patterns of behavior of individuals, groups and society as a whole towards •	
the environment.
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Even as environmental education has evolved, these two documents still remain as a shared 
international understanding of the core concepts needed by environmental literate citizens. 
Subsequent international conferences as well as substantial research to articulate the goals, objec-
tives, and frameworks of environmental education have taken place since the late 1970’s, includ-
ing the development of the NAAEE’s National Guidelines for Excellence Project. As the authors 
of a recent national literacy assessment program (McBeth, Hungerford, Marcinkowski, Volk, & 
Meyers, 2008) point out:

In general, these frameworks for environmental literacy have two broad features in common: (a) they reflect 
at least four of the Tbilisi categories of objectives, namely Knowledge, Affect, Skills, and Participation 
(Behavior); and (b) they address at least three major thematic emphases apparent across the history of EE 
within the U.S. (Stapp, 1974; Swan, 1975), namely the natural world, environmental problems and issues, 
and sustainable solutions to these problems and issues. (pg. 16)

Environmental literacy. Taking the research and history of environmental education into 
account, and for the purposes of this document, two sources that define environmental literacy 
are important, those described by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills and the Campaign for 
Environmental Literacy. 

In the Framework for 21st Century Learning, The Partnership for 21st Century Skills identifies 
the core subjects and 21st century themes essential to student success. Environmental literacy is 
one of the interdisciplinary themes used to promote an understanding of academic content at a  
higher level by weaving it into the cores subjects. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills defines 
an environmentally literate student as one who can:

Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the environment and the circumstances and conditions •	
affecting it, particularly as relates to air, climate, land, food, energy, water and ecosystems 

Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of society’s impact on the natural world (e.g., population •	
growth, population development, resource consumption rate, etc.)

Investigate and analyze environmental issues, and make accurate conclusions about effective solutions •	

Take individual and collective action towards addressing environmental challenges (e.g., participating •	
in global actions, designing solutions that inspire action on environmental issues) (Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills, 2011)
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The Campaign for Environmental Literacy defines environmental literacy as the following:
...the capacity of an individual to act successfully in daily life on a broad understanding 
of how people and societies relate to each other and to natural systems, and how they 
might do so sustainably. This requires sufficient awareness, knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes in order to incorporate appropriate environmental considerations into daily deci-
sions about consumption, lifestyle, career, and civics, and to engage in individual and 
collective action (Campaign for Environmental Literacy, 2011).

The Campaign for Environmental Literacy (2011) then describes five essential components of 
environmental literacy as a loose hierarchy that builds from the simple, lower steps to more com-
plex, higher steps.

Capacity for personal and collective action and civic participation


Problem solving and critical thinking skills


Attitudes of appreciation and concern for the environment


Knowledge and understanding of human and natural systems and processes


General awareness of the relationship between the environment and human life

Environmental education. Environmental education is the learning process through which 
students and citizens attain environmental literacy. Environmental education is neither an addi-
tion to, nor a replacement for, current classroom curricula. It is a way to enhance the curriculum 
and instruction of multiple subjects, especially, but not limited to, the concepts and skills found 
in science and social studies. Environmental education can provide meaningful, authentic, and 
applied learning experiences inside and outside the classroom and school day.

Environmental education is not the same as providing environmental information or facts about 
specific environmental problems. Environmental education is also not biased environmental 
advocacy. Environmental education is a process whereby students use inquiry and the scientific 
method to study both environmental problems, and associated social issues, to conclude and 
implement what they believe to be needed individual or collective actions to improve problems 
and/or resolve issues.

The Excellence in Environmental Education Guidelines for Learning (Pre K-12) (NAAEE, 2004) 
serves as the national standards for environmental education. These guidelines are organized into 
four strands that represent different aspects of environmental education and the goal of environ-
mental literacy. The four strands, and their sub-categories are:

Strand 1: Questioning, Analysis, and Interpretation Skills•	
Strand 2: Knowledge of Environmental Processes and Systems•	
Strand 3: Skills for Understanding and Addressing Environmental Issues•	
Strand 4: Personal and Civic Responsibility•	

The historical roots, as well as current conceptions of what defines environmental literacy and 
environmental education, are important to provide solid footing and framework within which to 
build a state environmental literacy plan. The definitions cited in this section are based on over 
three decades of research and scholarly international collaboration on the essential aims, out-
comes, and best practices of environmental education. Therefore, these definitions and guidelines 
are the basis for the Rhode Island Environmental Literacy Plan.
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Why Environmental Education?

Over the last three decades a large volume of research has been conducted that illuminates both 
the effective practices and broad-reaching outcomes of Environmental Education. A recent 
research bibliography (Marcinkowsi & Weiss, 2010) compiled a large number of studies that 
investigated the effect of environmental education programs on the outcomes of environmental 
literacy and academic achievement.  Numerous benefits are associated with environmental educa-
tion. Below are some essential benefits associated with environmental education supported by a 
selection of both quantitative and qualitative primary research. 

Linking environmental education and formal education can result in dramatic improvements in 
the quality of education (Archie, 2003). Studies have shown that using environmental educa-
tion in schools improves student academic engagement and motivation (Athman & Monroe, 
2004; Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; National Environmental Education & Training Foundation 
[NEETF], 2000; Wheeler, Thumlert, Glaser, Schoellhamer, & Bartosh, 2007). Further, environ-
mental education has been shown to increase students’ ability to learn at high levels through 
increasing critical thinking, inquiry skills, and problem-solving (Ernst & Monroe, 2004; 
NEETF, 2000).  Environmental education has also been associated with increased evidence of 
academic achievement and performance on assessments (Bartosh, Tudor, Ferguson, & Taylor, 
2006; Lieberman, & Hoody, 1998; NEETF, 2000; Wheeler et al., 2007). 

Environmental education has also been shown to have a relationship with social aims of schools 
that can improve educational experiences for students and teachers. Studies have shown that 
the use of environmental education can increase collaboration, communication and posi-
tive behavior (and reduce negative discipline) among students (Lieberman, & Hoody, 1998; 
NEETF, 2000). In addition, the interdisciplinary nature of environmental education encourages 
and increases collaboration among educators (Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; Bell, Lewenstein, 
Shouse, & Feder, 2009).

Other important outcomes linked to environmental education include career and health goals. 
There is a vast body of research that connects environmental education to increased physical and 
mental health (Children and Nature Network, 2011) There is also evidence that environmental 
education has a positive effect on career development (Wheeler et al., 2007). This is important 
in light of the current initiatives to grow student interest in STEM and green collar occupations
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Legislation

The No Child Left Inside (NCLI) legislation is a widely supported bipartisan bill; sponsored by 
Senators Reed (RI) in the U.S. Senate and Representative Sarbanes (MD) in the U.S. House of 
Representatives, it is considered one of four key pieces of legislation in the reauthorization of 
Elementary and Secondary School Act. Environmental Education was also included in President 
Obama’s “Blueprint for Reform” (United States Department of Education [USDOE], 2011) and 
has been included in the Department of Education’s proposed budget for the first time. As it is 
currently written, the NCLI bill includes $100 million for state educational agencies to distribute 
to equip teachers with the skills, knowledge, and confidence they need to integrate environmen-
tal education into their curricula. Only states with qualifying Environmental Literacy Plans will 
be eligible for a percentage of this funding.

In the current version of NCLI bill, state Environmental Literacy Plans must provide a state plan 
to ensure students develop basic environmental literacy through:

Standards and courses/subjects where instruction will take place•	
Graduation requirements•	
Measurement of environmental literacy•	
Professional development programs to improve teachers environmental literacy knowledge •	
and field-based pedagogical skills
Sustained implementation and funding•	

Connecting Environmental Literacy 
to Educational Context

State Data

Rhode Island students’ scores have improved in all assessments at all school levels since the first 
year of the current state assessment, the NECAP. However, only 33% of high school students 
are proficient in math and 29% in science. Further, there is a large gap in achievement between 
urban and suburban schools (Rhode Island Department of Education [RIDE], 2011). 

In preparing environmentally literate students, Rhode Island schools and communities also have 
the opportunity to concurrently improve student’s proficiency in science, math and other core 
academic areas. The following data obtained from RIDE (2011) is a testament to the need to 
improve core academic areas, especially in underserved communities and populations:

There are less Rhode Island students proficient in science on the state assessments than in •	
math, writing, and reading.
A large achievement gap in science, math, reading and writing exists across all subject •	
areas between students who attend urban and suburban schools.
Black and Hispanic students, students with disabilities, and English-language learners •	
scored at least 25 points below the state average in grade 4, at least 17 points below the 
state average in grade 8, and at least 14 points below the state average in grade 11 on the 
2010 science assessment.
The 2009 National Assessment of Education Achievement (NAEP) science assessment •	
showed that 74% of R.I.’s Hispanic students scored below basic; nationally, 59% of 
Hispanic students scored below basic. R.I. had the lowest overall score in the country 
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among 8th grade Hispanic students.
Over the last three years, Rhode Island student in grades 4, 8, and 11 have performed •	
lower on the science inquiry component, than on the other three areas of physical sci-
ence, earth and space, and life science.
The proficiency demonstrated on science state assessments goes down from 44% in grade •	
4 to 22% in grade 8 and 20% in grade 11. 

Urban challenges and opportunities. One third of Rhode Island students reside in the 6 core 
urban districts (Central Falls, Newport, Pawtucket, Providence, West Warwick and Woonsocket). 
Most economically disadvantage students reside in urban settings. Clearly, there is a significant 
need in Rhode Island to improve science education among our underserved urban students.  
Consequently, state education leaders are calling for new and innovative ways to improve science 
education for these. Environmental Education is one innovative way to incorporate inquiry sci-
ence with hands-on lessons that are relevant to urban students.

The urban landscape offers numerous ecological lessons that can enhance science education 
among our most underserved population. Simply bringing students into their schoolyard or to a 
local city park can have long-term positive impacts. Doing so provides urban students opportu-
nities to discover various ecological systems and interactions and debunks the common miscon-
ception that this type of experience is only found in suburban or rural settings. This concept of 
urban ecology illustrates the relationships between the natural and 
manmade environments. Lessons implemented out of the class-
room will help to strengthen scientific content knowledge along 
with building positive experiences in urban landscapes that ulti-
mately develop stewardship and civic responsibility.   

Rhode Island environmental literacy teacher survey. Student 
data from state tests provided essential information to craft the 
ELP; however, it was also important to understand the types of 
practices already being used in classrooms. Therefore, a survey 
was sent out to teachers across Rhode Island to investigate the 
extent to which students’ environmental literacy is being addressed 
(see Appendix C for copy of the survey and the detailed results). 
Though the survey only represents a small portion of the state’s 
teachers, it is likely that the respondents are skewed toward teach-
ers who do have a favorable opinion of teaching environmen-
tal literacy, as nearly all respondents felt that students’ environmental literacy was important. 
Therefore, while the results cannot be generalized to all R.I. teachers, they likely represent a best-
case scenario regarding levels of environmental education being taught and professional develop-
ment needs across the state.

While no statistical difference was found in the amount of environmental education (EE) taught 
across grade levels, there was a statistical difference found in the amount of EE taught across sub-
ject areas. Environmental literacy was broken into three areas: (a) inquiry, earth science and ecol-
ogy; (b) environmental issues inquiry; and (c) responsible citizen action. There were significantly 
lower degrees of environmental literacy incorporated into math than the other subject areas. 
Conversely, the highest degree of environmental literacy was being incorporated into science. 
Importantly, on a scale of 1-4 (1=not at all, 2=a little, 3=somewhat, and 4=a great extent), on 
average, teachers reported that the extent of environmental literacy taught for each of the three 
areas of environmental literacy was only ‘a little.’ Also, teacher’s reported a greater amount of the 
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area, inquiry, earth science, and ecology being taught, followed by environmental issue inquiry, and 
then responsible citizen action. 

There is an important, positive implication from these results: the subject areas that showed the 
highest average amount of environmental literacy being taught have state standards that are more 
aligned with environmental literacy concepts and skills articulated in the NAAEE Guidelines for 
Learning. The average rating for inquiry, earth science, and ecology for science teachers was 2.91. 
The average rating for environmental issue inquiry for social studies teachers was 2.83. These were 
the two highest ratings for any area of environmental literacy across all subjects and grade levels. 
The implication is that if the representation of environmental literacy skills and concepts are 
strengthened in the standards, the teaching of these will also increase.

The survey also uncovered noteworthy findings in regards to pedagogy. A substantial benefit of 
environmental education for students comes when educators strive to integrate subjects with 
real world content. However, to achieve this, teachers need to work collaboratively to integrate 
subject areas and must be prepared and supported to use different pedagogies such as integrating 
content, inquiry-based learning, outdoor and experiential contexts. The survey results uncovered 
that very little of these types of pedagogy are currently happening in classrooms. Small amounts 
of efforts to integrate subjects were reported (except from elementary teachers), and very little 
use of outdoor habitats, even those located on the school grounds, was reported. While funding 
was a barrier to taking kids on field trips, the highest barrier to using schoolyard habitats were 
reported as time out of classroom and curriculum restrictions. These results show that there is a 
great deal of professional development that is needed to support teachers in using environmental 
literacy concepts and skills to enhance the teaching of current state standards. 

National Data

A recent national study by McBeth et al. (2008) of middle school students’ environmental lit-
eracy showed that, on average, middle school students score lower on the cognitive skills com-
ponent (issue identification, analysis, and planning) than on the other components of environ-
mental literacy measured (e.g. ecological foundations, environment and human impact). Rhode 
Island students’ inquiry scores show a similar trend.

International Data

Collected for the first time in 2006 on environmental science, the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
[OECD], 2009) show findings that concur with the national data: US 15-year-olds scored 
lower on understanding of environmental science than all but six OECD “developed” countries 
(Luxemburg, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Mexico, and Turkey). Like the national and state-level find-
ings above, the achievement went down as the cognitive skill of understanding more complicated 
environmental concepts and issues increased. 

Reasons for low environmental literacy in students both nationally and potentially in Rhode 
Island may include the following: (a) skills and concepts associated with environmental literacy 
are not explicitly described in the state standards, (b) there is a lack of knowledge of environ-
mental science on the part of teachers, and/or (c) there is a lack of pre-service and professional 
development for teachers on environmental education concepts and ways to use them to enhance 
learning across subject areas. Regardless of the contributing reasons, it is apparent from a recent 
survey of R.I. teachers that there is a lack of environmental education taught in the classrooms 
across R.I. (See Appendix C).
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Environmental Education to Increase 
Current Education Initiatives

Educational initiatives taking place throughout the state could be impacted in a positive way by 
the increased integration of environmental education into the states curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment systems. As part of the Rhode Island Strategic Plan Rhode Island’s education system 
has a goal to meet international standards. Specific to meet this goal, the Objective, World Class 
Standards 1 states that Rhode Island will: Ensure that all students have access to a rigorous curricu-
lum aligned to internationally benchmarked standards that are taught through multiple pathways. 
As districts work to create curricula that is “guaranteed and viable” the incorporation of content 
rooted in environmental literacy is incredibly important. Identification of after-school programs, 
enlistment of informal science education organizations, and incorporation of resources detailed 
in the RI Environmental Literacy Plan with serve to strengthen instruction by providing authen-
tic and engaging activities for students. Making environmental issues relevant to students will 
greatly stimulate their academic interest and achievement in STEM (science, technology, engi-
neering, and math) content and careers.
 
The way that we view the thinking of young children has 
undergone significant revision over the past few decades. 
Children were once thought to have limited knowledge 
about the world around them. Recent research, however, 
has revealed that children as young as those in kindergar-
ten have surprisingly sophisticated ways of thinking about 
the natural world based upon direct experiences with the 
physical environment, such as watching objects fall or 
collide, and observing animals and plants (NRC, 2008). 
Young people learn about their world through experi-
ence gained both within and outside of school. The more 
exposure students have nature centers, museums, tours of 
seashores, walks in forests, or any experience investigating 
nature or topics in science can be translated into deeper 
understanding in a well-structured science classroom. 
Recognizing this research the RI Environmental Literacy 
Plan works to expand the base of experience of young 
people.

Linking Efforts

In conservation biology, scientists, environmentalists, and policy makers work hard to find ways 
to connect fragmented pieces of an individual species’ habitat to give the species a chance to sus-
tain and thrive, rather than dwindle and become extinct. 

In Rhode Island, we have multiple education priorities, environmental initiatives, and environ-
mental education efforts underway across the state. However, many of these efforts are discon-
nected and therefore, as with a species’ fragmented habitat, not as powerful and sustaining as 
they could be if they were linked. 

The Rhode Island Environmental Literacy Plan, supported by efforts like the Children in Nature 
Coalition, can serve as the means to create these connections and increase the ability for Rhode 
Island students, citizens, and environment to sustain and thrive in the 21st century.
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COMPONENTS OF THE  
Environmental Literacy Plan

The following sections outlines what is already in place and what is recommended for short- and 
long-term action in regards to each of the areas required in the No Child Left Inside legislation.

Standards

Current status. The analysis of the crosswalk between the Rhode Island standards in science, 
civics, engineering and technology and the NAAEE’s Guidelines for Learning (Appendix B) that 
serve as standards for environmental literacy revealed multiple findings that can help direct the 
implementation of the ELP.  

The areas of state standards that were found to have alignment with the Guidelines for Learning 
environmental literacy standards were Physical Science, Earth and Space Science, Life Science, 
Civics & Government, and Engineering and Technology. The R.I. Inquiry Constructs embedded 
into all the science standards and the Engineering and Technology standards are strongly aligned 
to NAAEE’s Strand 1: Questioning, Analysis and Interpretation Skills. The R.I. Science standards 
are strongly aligned to NAAEE’s Strand 2.1: The Earth as a Physical System and Strand 2.2: The 
Living Environment. The R.I. Civics and Government standards were found to align well with 
NAAEE’s Strand 2.3: Humans and Their Societies and Strand 3: Skills for Understanding and 
Addressing Environmental Issues. The R.I. Engineering and Technology standards were found to 
have some alignment with NAAEE’s Strand 2.4: Environment and Society.

The NAAEE environmental literacy areas that are least represented in the R.I. standards are 
NAAEE’s Strand 2.4: Environment and Society, Strand 3.2: Decision-Making and Citizenship 
Skills, and Strand 4: Personal and Civic Responsibility. While inquiry and issue investigation 
skills are somewhat present in the R.I. Civics & Government and Science standards, there is only 
1 standard in Life Science (2-5) that specifically references studying environmental issues. The 
R.I. Engineering and Technology Standard 1 does reference specific environmental issues. 

There is good alignment with the skills and concepts represented in the NAAEE’s Guidelines for 
Learning; however, there is little to no requirement in the R.I. standards for students to be aware, 
inquire, investigate, and/or develop responsible citizenship action plans or behavior for local, 
national, or global environmental issues. Essentially, with the exception of one Engineering and 
Technology standard and one Life Science standard, a student could meet all the R.I. standards 
without ever studying environment problems and issues (locally, nationally, and/or globally).

Another area of concern is that over half the NAAEE environmental literacy skills and concepts 
described in the Guidelines for Learning are located in the Civics & Government and Engineering 
and Technology state standards. These standards are not measured on the current state assess-
ments, which creates a challenge in assessing environmental literacy that will be discussed further 
in the measurement section.

Student performance on the state assessment in science inquiry is the lower than any of the other 
areas tested on the science assessment. This may indicate that the way the science inquiry stan-
dards are currently being taught is not adequate to create independent inquiry performance in 
students. An inference could be made that real-world environmental issues provide an authentic 
and relevant context for students to practice scientific inquiry into environmental problems and 
social issues associated with environmental problems.
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Action recommendations. The following section describes the short- and long-term action rec-
ommendations for the work on standards. 

Short-term action recommendation:•	  Create an Environmental Literacy Council, com-
posed of members from RIEEA, RIDE, and others to study the science, civics, engineer-
ing and technology state standards to identify ways environmental literacy could be more 
explicit and supportive of instruction to ensure that R.I. students are guaranteed the 
opportunity to become aware, inquire, investigate, and develop responsible citizenship 
action plans or behavior regarding local, national, or global environmental issues.
Short-term action recommendation•	 : The Environmental Literacy Council will lead 
efforts to create and document environmental education units and lesson plans, and 
accompanying professional development, to teach environmental literacy though current 
state standards.
Short-term action recommendation:•	  Work with RITES program (federally funded 
STEM program) to integrate the study of environmental problems and issues into tech-
enhanced science units.
Long-term action recommendation:•	  On future iterations of the science, civics, engi-
neering and technology state standards, use internationally benchmarked data from PISA 
and TIMMS, as well as work of the Environmental Literacy Council, to identify needs 
and opportunities to increase alignment with NAAEE’s Guidelines for Learning.
Long-term action recommendation:•	  Include environmental literacy, especially environ-
mental issue investigation and responsible citizenship action, in the future iterations of 
the applied 21st century skills and performance assessments.

Graduation Requirements
 
Current status. The K-12 Literacy, Restructuring of the Learning Environment at the Middle 
and High School Levels, and Proficiency Based Graduation Requirements (PBGR) At High 
Schools Regulations were recently revised from the 2008 Middle-Level and High-School 2008 
Regulations Guidance (RIDE, 2011). The part that pertains to the Rhode Island Diploma System 
specify the following: 

Students will substantiate their proficiency by producing evidence of meeting the content standards and 
applied learning skills in the six core academic areas, in accordance with local diploma requirements and 
each student’s individual learning plan (ILP). (pg.7)

Each student exiting a Rhode Island high school with a diploma shall exhibit proficiency in the academic 
core as described in section L-6-3.1. This level of proficiency must be demonstrated through multiple 
sources of evidence gathered over time in a valid and reliable local assessment system, including a com-

bination of at least two of the following 
performance-based assessments: graduation 
portfolios, exhibitions, comprehensive course 
assessments, or the Certificate of Mastery. (pg. 
8)

In a manner to be prescribed by the 
Commissioner, all public middle level schools 
and high schools shall provide evidence of the 
manner in which they incorporate applied 
learning skills including communication, 
problem-solving, critical thinking, research, 
and reflection/evaluation, and collaboration 
across all content areas, as well as a variety of 
academic, community and career-related con-
texts for all students. (pg. 9) 
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Commencing with the graduating class of 2012, each local educational agency shall create a composite 
measure of each student’s overall proficiency for graduation in the six core academic areas. This composite 
measure shall be derived from a conjunctive review of three sources of evidence: (a) individual student 
results on state assessments in mathematics and English language arts, and when so designated by the 
Board of Regents, additional content areas; and (b) successful course completion; and (c) at least two addi-
tional performance-based diploma assessments... (pg.9)

These regulations make clear that local education agencies (LEAs) need to both align their 
coursework and local assessments to the R.I. standards. If state standards are revised or adopted 
that include further alignment and/or inclusion of concepts and skills associated with environ-
mental literacy, the graduation requirements would move toward ensuring environmental literacy 
for R.I. students. As the graduation requirements and state standards currently exists, it is pos-
sible for a student to meet and exceed the graduation requirements without explicitly studying 
environmental issues and problems and/or without learning many of the associated skills (issue 
investigation, resolution, and action).

LEAs choose which state standards they align and which integrating context they use to incorpo-
rate the applied learning skills in the performance-based graduation system. Therefore, even if the 
state standards included further concepts and skills associated with environmental literacy, there 
might be districts that would not include these standards in their performance-based systems.

Though integrating concepts and skills associated with environmental problems and issues is 
option, currently some students across the state design senior exhibitions that have an environ-
mental component (conversation with R. Sietsinger, 2009). 

Action recommendations. The following section describes the short- and long-term action rec-
ommendations for the work on graduation requirements. 

Short-term action recommendation:•	  The Environmental Literacy Council, composed 
of members from RIEEA, RIDE, and others study the science, civics, engineering and 
technology state standards, the state applied learning standards, and the performance-
based graduation system to identify ways environmental literacy would be more explicit 
and supportive of instruction to ensure that R.I. students are able to demonstrate their 
ability to inquire, investigate, and develop responsible citizenship action plans or behav-
ior regarding local, national, or global environmental issues.
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Long-term action recommendation:•	  As the performance-based graduation system is 
refined, identify and include specific 21st century skills that use the environmental as an 
integrating context for inclusion in the performance-based graduation system for each 
LEA. 
Long-term action recommendation: •	 Environmental education can be used as a vehicle 
to keep secondary students engaged, to provide real-world contexts and relevant issues to 
develop the applied learning skills students need to be prepared for the 21st century econ-
omy, environment and society. Therefore, it is recommended that student exhibitions, 
portfolios and course assessments that integrate environmental literacy be developed and/
or collected as models and a bank of such exemplars be available through RIDE and/or 
RIEEA. 

Measurement

Current status. Rhode Island students currently take state assessments entitled, New England 
Common Assessment Project (NECAP) in English Language Arts, science, and math. The 
NECAP assessments are aligned to specific GLE/GSEs in the different subject areas. The ques-
tions on the assessments represent varying depths of knowledge (1-4 with one being lowest and 
four highest). The majority of the questions on the assessments represent depths of knowledge 
at levels one and two, with some level three included in constructed response items on each test. 
Depth of knowledge at level four is not included on the assessment. Students are supposed to be 
engaged in local assessments that engage students at the fourth depth of knowledge, because at 
this depth, students should be engaged in ongoing construction and problem-solving. 

It is anticipated that state assessments will change in upcoming years. The Rhode Island Board of 
Regents adopted the Common Core State Standards on July 1, 2010 for the areas of mathemat-
ics and English Language Arts, including literacy in history/social studies, science, and techni-
cal subjects. The transition to curriculum and instruction that is fully aligned to the Common 
Core Standards will occur over several years with the expectation of full implementation by the 
2013-2014 school year.  The first assessment based on the Common Core Standards will take 
place during the 2014-2015 school year using the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness 
in College and Careers (PARCC). Rhode Island is governing state in the PARCC, a state-led 
assessment consortium, with 11 governing states and 26 member states all together.  The U.S. 
Department of Education awarded “Race to the Top” assessment funds to the PARCC for the 
development of a K-12 assessment system aligned to the Common Core State Standards in 
English language arts and mathematics (RIDE, 2011).

The Common Core Standards are for mathematics and English Language Arts only. Therefore, 
the current NECAP Science assessment and Science Grade Span Expectations (GSEs) remain in 
effect. This assessment may change as the state monitors the work of Achieve, Inc. in partnership 
with the National Research Council, American Association for the Advancement of Sciences and 
the National Science Teachers Association to begin the development of the “Next-Generation 
Science Standards.”  

While there is much alignment between the national environmental literacy standards and the 
state’s science, civics, and engineering and technology (see Appenix B), there are still gaps that 
exist (see standards section). Therefore, the current NECAP science assessment does not provide 
a comprehensive assessment of environmental literacy. 

Action recommendations. The following section describes the short- and long-term action 
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recommendations for the work on measurement. 
Short-term action recommendation:•	  The Environmental Literacy Council, composed 
of members from RIEEA, RIDE, and others study the science, civics, engineering and 
technology state standards, the state applied learning standards, and the performance-
based graduation system to identify ways environmental literacy could be measured. 
Short-term•	  action recommendation: Investigate the possibility of implementing a 
separate environmental literacy assessment similar to the national recently-piloted middle 
school assessment funded by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and 
the National Science Foundation (McBeth, Hungerford, Marcinkowski, Volk, & Meyers, 
2008).
Long-term action recommendation:•	  Work with NESSC to include environmental lit-
eracy in the performance-based assessment system being created across New England. 
Long-term action recommendation: •	 Environmental education can be used as a vehicle 
to engage students in tasks and associated assessments that are at the third and fourth 
depth of knowledge levels. Therefore, it is recommended that student performance assess-
ments, including, but not limited to those recommended in the graduation section (stu-
dent exhibitions, portfolios and course assessments that integrate environmental literacy) 
be developed and/or collected to be held up as models. 

Professional Development

Current status. There are a number of programs that could influence the professional develop-
ment of educators around environmental literacy. Higher Education institutions, informal educa-
tion programs, and public and private K-12 schools and educators could all play a role. However, 
currently, there is a lack of collaboration and understanding of how these organizations could 
work together. 

The extent to which pre-service teacher preparation programs in the state prepare teachers to 
teach environmental education is unknown. In terms 
of teacher certifications there is not a specific certifica-
tion for environmental education. Most of the courses 
within the K-12 curricula that deal with environmental 
content are taught by educators holding various science 
certifications.  Many courses dealing with environmen-
tal issues spring forth from life science curricula and 
are often elective in nature.  

There are also a multitude of environmental centers 
and environmental organizations working at different 
capacities with schools across the state, often times 
in isolation from each other. Currently, there are two 
charter schools, The Greene School and Compass 
School, whose focus on environmental education is 
innovative, though this work is not connected to other 
schools or districts. In addition, a number of teachers 
and schools around the state focus on environmen-
tal education in some aspect of their curriculum and 
program. Finally, many schools also use the Guiding 
Education in Mathematics and Science Network 
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(GEMS-NET) science kits and receive professional development for these kits that provide basic 
life, physical, earth and space, and technology lessons and activities.

There is much potential for the work that is already happening around professional development 
and program development in environmental education and literacy to be further organized, con-
nected and disseminated to influence a wider range of formal and informal educators.

Action recommendations. The following section describes the short- and long-term action rec-
ommendations for the work on professional development. 

Short-term action recommendation:•	  Conduct a survey of pre-service and in-service 
programs for educators to determine what level of professional development is currently 
in place in regards to environmental education. This survey would develop baseline data 
of both the quantity and quality of pre- and in-service professional development.
Short-term action recommendation:•	  Compile information on teachers and schools 
utilizing and/or implementing environmental education.
Short-term action recommendation:•	  Compile a resource directory/website for R.I. of 
universities, organizations, centers, schools and teachers offering professional develop-
ment. Using NAAEE’s guidelines for excellence for programs, create a tool and system to 
communicate the quality of EE professional development.  This tool can be used in the 
RFP process of distributing ELP funds to assess the quality of the applications. 
Short-term action recommendation:•	  Integrate environmental issue inquiry/investiga-
tion into the NSF-funded STEM professional development series operating in R.I., 
RITES or other subsequent efforts.
Short-term action recommendations•	 : Initiate a study of the standards to inform exam-
ples, methods, and ideas to further integrate environmental education in the implemen-
tation of the state standards. 
Short-term action recommendation: •	 Investigate curriculum and instructional resources 
that could be used to implement GLE/GSE-aligned environmental education (e.g. 
nationally-vetted curricula like, Investigating and Evaluating Environmental Issues and 
Actions (Hungerford et al., 2003). 
Short-term action recommendation:•	  Investigate the role and impact of environmental 
education certification for informal and/or formal educators in the state (see Appendix 
E for results of a recent effort to explore interest, questions, and opinions of educators in 
R.I. regarding environmental education certification).
Long-term action recommendation: •	 Design and implement professional development 
for the varying needs of Rhode Island educators who are not currently being served. 
Long-term action recommendation: •	 Design professional development specifically tar-
geted to integrating classroom learning and outdoor learning.

Implementation and Funding

Current status. The implementation steps that are underway include: (a) the draft ELP is being 
developed by RIEEA in collaboration with RIDE, with input from a diverse group of stakehold-
ers; (b) RIEEA will submit the ELP to RIDE; (c) upon guidance from the U.S. Department of 
Education, RIDE will submit the ELP for approval to the U.S. Secretary of Education.

RIEEA will continue to initiate communication between multiple state agencies and initiatives 
(K-12 educators, higher education educators, DEM, Dept. of Health, STEM, after school/



Rhode Island ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY PLAN                                                                                 20

service learning/internship) to determine how these efforts can be coordinated and strength-
ened though working together. As part of this work, RIEEA will continue to pursue the 
formation of statewide Children in Nature Coalition that will provide broad support and 
connections for the ELP.

Action recommendations. The following section describes the short- and long-term action 
recommendations for the work on implementation and funding. 

Recommendations for short-term action:•	  Convene and hold regular meetings of 
the Environmental Literacy Council to guide the work of the Environmental Literacy 
Plan. 
Recommendations for short-term action:•	  RIEEA continues to engage the gover-
nor’s office in conversation to initiate an executive order or equivalent to convene 
multiple state agencies in a Children and Nature Coalition. 
Recommendations for short-term action:•	  Create a tool to rate environmental edu-
cation professional development with the NAAEE Program Guidelines to ensure that 
funding under NCLI goes to high quality professional development that is aligned to 
the state standards. The rubric could be used by RIDE, or an appointed committee, 
in awarding subgrants for professional development to universities, non-profits, and 
LEAs. 
Recommendation for short-term action: •	 Create a database and calendar website of 
resources, including outdoor learning spaces, and professional development associ-
ated with environmental education. As recommended in the professional develop-
ment section, align this database with NAAEE guidelines and provide feedback tools 
for evaluations of professional development to be published on website.
Recommendation for long-term action: •	 Research and publish the efforts of schools 
and educators to use school yard habitat and outdoor learning spaces. 
Recommendation for long-term action: •	 Research the outcomes (student achieve-
ment, teacher knowledge) and effectiveness of professional development programs 
that provide training and support to teachers to integrate environmental education 
across the curriculum. 
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APPENDIX A
Case for Support
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Instructions
Thank you for taking 10-15 minutes out of you busy schedule to answer these important questions about environmental education. Your 

input is key to developing Rhode Island’s environmental literacy plan.
Your responses will be 100% anonymous. To show our appreciation, please follow the link at the end of the survey to sign-up for your free 

1-year RIEEA membership.
Please take a moment to read the definitions of environmental education and environmental literacy below before you answer the questions. 

Many thanks for your valuable time and input!
Definitions

Environmental literacy: An understanding of the systems of the natural world and the interactions between living and non-living 
environments. Also, the confidence, motivation and ability to make responsible decisions based on scientific, economic, aesthetic, and 

ethical considerations as a member of a community.
Environmental education: The learning process through which students and citizens attain environmental literacy. Can take place in 

classrooms, at home, school yards, nature centers, etc. Environmental education features hands-on, place-based activities that weave real 
world experiences and environmental issues into students’ learning.

Section 1
1. Please check the grade level(s) that you are teaching this year:
2. What type of school do you teach in?
3. What is your teaching position?
4. What type of public school do you teach in?
5. What district or charter school do you teach in?

Section 2mental Education
1. �Please answer the following questions about the environmental education content and skills students learn in your classes. To 

what extent do your students:
 
Not at all        A little       Somewhat      A great extent

Develop questions; design investigations; collect, organize, and evaluation information; and draw conclusions about the •	
environment and environmental topics?

Demonstrate their understanding of the processes that shape the Earth?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of changes in matter and forms of energy?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of organisms, populations, and communities?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of heredity and evolution?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of ecological systems and the flow of matter and energy?•	

Demonstrate their understanding that the environment is both influenced by and influences individuals, groups, cultures, •	
politics and economic systems?

Demonstrate their understanding of the ways the world’s environment, social, economic, cultural and political systems are •	
linked?

Demonstrate their understanding of the ways that humans alter the environment, including the impact of technology?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of the concepts of resources and resource distribution?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of a range of local, national and global environmental issues?•	

Identify, investigate, and evaluate action plans for local or other environmental issues?•	

Form and evaluate their personal views on environmental issues?•	

Plan, engage in, and evaluate the result of responsible citizen action on an environmental issue?•	

Demonstrate their understanding of the role of citizens’ rights and responsibilities in promoting the resolution of •	
environmental issues?

Recognize their responsibility and role as citizens in regards to environmental issues?•	

APPENDIX C
Survey to Teachers
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Section 3
Think about when you teach any of the environmental literacy skills and concepts described in the last question as you answer the 
questions below.

1. �Which Grade Level Expectations or Grade Span Expectations do you align the environmental literacy skills and concepts to? 
(Check all that apply)

Science•	
Reading•	
Civics and Government•	
Math•	
Writing•	
I Don’t teach any of these skills or concepts (skip to the next page)•	
Other (please specify)•	

2. How do you usually teach the environmental literacy skills and concepts?
Departmentalized teaching (in one classroom or in one subject area)•	
Interdisciplinary teaching (work with teachers on team or grade level)•	
Other (please specify)•	

3. How are the students usually organized when teaching environmental literacy skills or concepts?
whole class•	
groups/teams•	
individualized•	
Other (please specify)•	

4. Which teaching methods and strategies do you commonly use when teaching environmental literacy skills and concepts?
Lecture•	
Projects•	
Hands-on•	
Labs•	
Cooperative Learning•	
Service Learning•	
Discussion•	
Inquiry•	
Other (please specify)•	

5. Which of the following teaching/learning settings are used to teach environmental literacy skills and concepts?
classrooms•	
schoolyard habitats•	
field trips to outdoors (parks, waterways)•	
community settings•	
science lab•	
computer lab•	
school library•	
Other (please specify)•	

6. How often do you use schoolyard habitats?

7. What are the barriers to using a schoolyard habitats? (Check all that apply)
Time out of classroom•	
School grounds safety issues•	
Lack of administrative support•	
Discomfort teaching outdoors•	
Curriculum restrictions•	
Not enough money•	
Lack of parent support•	
Not enough staff•	
Other (please specify)•	

8. How often do you take students to “outdoor classrooms” (e.g. parks, waterways, nature centers) that are not on school property?
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9. What are the barriers to using a outdoor classrooms? (Check all that apply)
Other (please specify)•	
Time out of classroom•	
Discomfort teaching outdoors•	
Lack of administrative support•	
Not enough money•	
Curriculum restrictions•	
Not enough staff•	
Lack of parent support•	
Transportation•	
Other (please specify)•	

10. �Does your school have a program or relationship with an environmental organization to teach environmental education (e.g. 
annual field trip to nature centers/outdoor centers, place-based learning, service learning)?

Yes•	
No•	
If yes, please describe the program here:•	

Section 4
1. How many years have you been teaching?

2. What is the highest degree you have earned?

3. How many college/university courses in or involving environmental education have you completed in each of the following 
areas? 

Environmental Science •	
Environmental Education Methods•	
Outdoor/Recreational Education •	
Other•	

4. If over the last 10 years you have participated in workshops or courses in the following areas, please write in the name of the 
university or organization that offered the workshop or course. 

How to teach using nature and outdoor spaces.•	
How to integrate environmental education into the curriculum•	
How to teach students to inquire about and investigate environmental issues.•	
Specific local environmental topics (e.g. Narragansett Bay) •	
Other•	

5. Please check the response that best reflects you views on environmental education and the environment.
Not at all		  Slightly		  Moderately	 Considerably Extremely

How important is it that K-12 students are exposed to environmental education?•	
How important is environmental education to you personally?•	
How concerned are you about environmental problems/issues?•	
How active are you in environmental protection efforts in your community or region?•	

. Thank you!

Thank you for completing this survey. Your input is incredibly valuable to the creation of Rhode Island’s Environmental Literacy Plan.

If you would like to obtain more information about this effort, please write to ri.envirolitplan@gmail.com.
To obtain your free Rhode Island Environmental Education Association membership, please go to 

http://www.rieea.org/test/member.html to download a membership brochure. Simply put the code: 
ELPSurvey0910 next to the price for individual membership and mail the form to RIEEA.

Again, thank you!



Rhode Island ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY PLAN                                                                                 30

Results of Survey
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Appendix D
ELP Steering Committee

Below is a list of steering committee members who provided the guidance to develop and refine the ELP. 
The titles and group/organization affiliations were accurate at the time the members were on the committee.

	 Contact	 Title	G roup/Organization
	 Bridget Kubis Prescott	D irector of Education	S ave The Bay
	D an “Otter” Brown	S cience Teacher	 Wheeler School
	D an Bisaccio	D irector of Science Education	 Brown University
	D avid Cedrone	 PK-16 STEM Education, 
		  Project Making the Grade	 Rhode Island Economic Development Council
	D enise Jenkins	 Community Philanthropy  
		O  ffice, Education	 Rhode Island Foundation
	D onna Braun	EL P Consultant/Writer	 Rhode Island Environmental Ed Association
	 Jenny Periera	 Community Philanthropy
 		O  ffice, Environment	 Rhode Island Foundation
	 John Lebriola	S cience Teacher	 Chariho Middle School
	 Joy Poland	 Integration Consultant	 Building Bridget 2010
	 Kate Nigh	S cience and Technology Specialist	 RI Dept. of Education
	 Kristen Swanberg	S enior Director of Education	A udubon Society of Rhode Island
	 Kristin Van Wagner	E ducator Coordinator	N arragansett Bay National Estuarine 
			   Research Reserve
	L auren Parmelee	 Manager of Initiatives	 Girl Scouts of Rhode Island
	 MaryAnn Scholl	 Professor	 URI, Office of Marine Programs
	 Patrick Duhon	D irector of Expanded Learning	 Providence School Department/PASA
	 Peter McLaren	S cience and Technology Specialist	 RI Dept. of Education
	 Reada Evans	D irector of Education	 Rose Island Lighthouse Foundation
	 Rian Smith	 Board Member	  RI Environmental Ed Association
	 Robert O’Brien 	S uperintendent	S mithfield School Department
	S hannon Donovan	 Teacher	S cituate High School
	S hareen Knowlton	D irector of Education	 Roger Williams Park Zoo
	S ue Pfeil	 Principal	 Pawtucket School Department
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APPENDIX E
Environmental Education Certification –  

Results of Exploratory Meetings and Survey
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