Executive Summary

Making the Connection:

 Promoting Environmental Stewardship among Providence Youth through Experiential Environmental Education

Seth Federspiel

Bachelor of Arts with Honors in Environmental Studies

Brown University

May, 2007

As environmental issues such as global warming become increasingly pressing, the role of environmental education is essential to encourage awareness and stewardship among future generations. While environmental education programs are becoming more widespread, there is still little consensus regarding the most effective approaches for diverse student populations, particularly those from urban backgrounds. Pedagogical theory suggests that students learn best when given hands-on experiences and the opportunities to make self-motivated connections. In this thesis, I therefore set out to investigate what kind of experiential education leads to a heightened sense of environmental stewardship among urban youth given their preexisting perceptions of the environment.

The Outdoor Leadership and Environmental Education Project (OLEEP) is a partnership between the Brown University Swearer Center for Public Service and the Metropolitan Regional Career and Technical Center (the Met), a charter high school in Providence, RI. OLEEP strives to foster personal growth and environmental stewardship through camping and field trips, weekly environmental education workshops, and one-on-one mentoring relationships between Brown student mentors and Met student mentees. This multidimensional approach to environmental education has the potential to balance experiential and didactic education and thus be more effective than either approach alone. Through qualitative surveys and focus group interviews of OLEEP participants, as well as the design and implementation of a module of workshops on global warming, I found that OLEEP does help further develop its participants’ preexisting environmental awareness and stewardship. However, I do not believe OLEEP is currently reaching its full educational potential due to the lack of a cohesive mission and learning objectives through which to integrate its three educational elements.

Urban students are eager to learn more about the environment, but struggle to bridge the gap separating human environments from natural wilderness. Urban environmental education must make this connection by illustrating a positive definition of environment within the city. This local focus is key to defining OLEEP’s mission and making the program most applicable to its participants. Within this framework, strong planning of learning objectives will enable OLEEP’s trips, workshops, and mentoring to build off each other and contribute most effectively to participants’ learning. Finding an integrated role in students’ general learning is the biggest challenge to current environmental education programs. If successful, OLEEP will represent a model of multifaceted environmental education that is relevant to its participants and the world in which they live.

