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Executive Summary 
 
The Environmental Education Professional Development Needs and Priorities Study employed 
interviews, focus groups and an online questionnaire to identify professional development needs of 
environmental educators, the top priorities for the next 5 years (2010-2015), gaps in current offerings, 
and work needed to advance professional development for education leading to environmental 
literacy.  The Environmental Education and Training Partnership (EETAP) commissioned the study to 
learn the current professional development needs and environmental education priorities of education 
professionals working in nonformal and formal education settings in the United States.  The executive 

summary is divided into the following sections: 

 Methods 

 EE Priorities by Theme and Rank 

 Key findings 

 Recommendations 
 
Methods 
 
EETAP, study sponsors, and an evaluation team provided input on study design and implementation 
including: 

 Planning and literature review. 

 Developing individual interview and focus group protocols, pilot testing and revision. 

 Identifying individual interviewees - 24 environmental and conservation education leaders 
representing 8 strata (federal natural resource agencies; state/municipal natural resource 
agencies; NGOs working with youth under 25; NGOs with adults/community; formal educators; 
nonformal educators; university educators of formal educators; and university educators of 
nonformal educators.) 

 Identifying practitioners for focus groups (42 participated) and conducting 10 focus group 
interviews organized around emerging themes for professional development. 

 Analyzing interview data yielding 89 topics of professional development needs within six 
themes: The Process of Environmental Education, Evaluation, Audiences and Partners, The 
Business of EE, Content Knowledge, and The EE Profession.   

 Developing an online questionnaire based on themes, pilot testing, revising, field testing and 
revising again. 

 Gathering databases from which to conduct a random sample for online questionnaire from 12 
organizations with a focus on professional development and environment. 

 Analyzing questionnaire data from 325 respondents (37% response rate) using content analysis, 
descriptive and inferential statistics. 

 Drawing conclusions and reporting. 
 
 
EE Priorities by Theme and Rank 
 
The Environmental Education Professional Development Needs and Priorities Study identified 89 
professional development needs for environmental educators, the top priorities for the next 5 years 
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(2010-2015), gaps in current offerings, and work needed to advance education for environmental 
literacy. The following charts display all 89 professional development needs grouped under 6 themes: 

 Audiences and Partners 

 EE Profession 

 Process of EE 

 Content Knowledge 

 Business of EE 

 Evaluation 
 
The right hand column under each theme lists the professional development topics in that category.  
The overall rank of each topic based on a professional development priority score is indicated by the 
number in the left hand column under each theme.   
 

Professional Development Needs, 2010-2015 

Audiences & Partners Theme 
Rank Professional Development Topics 

1 Community EE - involving everyone in local 
communities in EE (i.e., preschoolers through 
retirees, university professors, businesses, 
health care workers, etc.) 

11 Communication skills for delivering EE to 
diverse audiences & partners 

30 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - decision makers 

42 Community EE - creating communities (real & 
virtual) that involve more US citizens in EE 

44 Community EE - working with diverse partners 
from other professions (i.e., medical 
professionals, police/fire, etc.) 

50 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - cultural/ethnic/racial 
backgrounds 

63 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - families 

74 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - different learning 
styles 

78 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - audiences with 
special needs and/or disabilities 

82 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - different 
ages/generations 

88 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - other professionals 

89 Planning, implementing and evaluating EE 
programs or services for - gifted and talented 
students 

 
 

EE Profession Theme 
Rank Professional Development Topics 

2 
Renewal opportunities for EE leaders - to share 
models of what works 

13 
Renewal opportunities for EE leaders - to work 
together for a common cause 

14 Networking with others - for support 

18 
Guidelines for Excellence trainings about 
environmental education standards 

31 EE curriculum & resource reviews 

34 
EE professional development website where 
one could - plan individual professional 
development to keep current in your field 

35 
EE professional development website where 
one could - develop support networks 

39 
Certification or endorsement for formal 
environmental educators 

41 
Certification program in my state for 
nonformal environmental educators 

47 

 EE professional development website where 
one could - learn: Who is an Environmental 
Educator and what should they know and be 
able to do? 

48 
 EE professional development website where 
one could -  locate existing learning 
opportunities 

49 
 Networking with others - about specific 
professional development topics 

53 
EE professional development website where 
one could - self-diagnosis of individual 
strengths, weaknesses & needs 

54 
Accreditation of my state’s certification 
programs by NAAEE 

69 
Renewal opportunities for EE leaders - for 
guided reflection 
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Process of EE Theme 
Rank Professional Development Topics 

3 
What research tells us about … Cognition -  
How people interact & connect with nature 

5 

Basic environmental education training for 
natural resource professionals, scientists, 
conservation, youth activity leaders & 
classroom teachers 

6 

Implementation of EE – Strategies & 
facilitation techniques for teaching thinking 
skills - systems thinking, critical thinking, 
analytic thinking, problem solving 

7 
Formal K-12 EE - Integrating EE into K-12 
curricula 

9 
Formal K-12 EE - Integrating EE into STEM – 
Science, Technology, Engineering & Math 
projects 

10 
What research tells us about … Motivation - 
What leads people to take action 

16 
Implementation of EE – Strategies & 
facilitation techniques for inquiry methods of 
teaching 

19 
What research tells us about … Instruction - 
How to engage diverse audiences 

20 
EE Resources - Use of technological resources 
to improve teaching practice & participant 
learning 

23 
What research tells us about … Learning - How 
EE can help students learn in other areas 

25 
What research tells us about … Motivation - 
Transforming attitudes 

26 
Formal K-12 EE - Working with No Child Left 
Behind and state standards 

27 
What research tells us about … Motivation - 
Behavior change 

32 
Implementation of EE – Strategies & 
facilitation techniques for dealing with ethical 
or controversial issues 

43 
Formal K-12 EE - Adding EE to career ladder 
credit for teachers 

56 
Implementation of EE –Strategies & facilitation 
techniques for service learning 

57 
Research - How to read and understand 
literature & research related to EE 
effectiveness 

58 
Careers & workforce - Environmental & 
conservation career awareness 

60 
Formal K-12 EE - Creating change agents in 
schools 

64 
What research tells us about … Learning - age-
appropriateness 

66 EE Resources - Exhibit design & development 

67 
Implementation of EE – Strategies & 
facilitation techniques for conflict resolution 

Content Knowledge Theme 
Rank Professional Development Topics 

4 
Environmental sustainability – communities, 
culture, human health 

15 
Core concepts, basic understanding about the 
environment & environmental issues that are 
the foundation of EE 

17 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
stewardship 

24 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
sustainability 

28 
Key concepts and how to teach about - climate, 
climate change 

51 
Key concepts and how to teach about - water as 
a resource that is a limiting factor 

59 Key concepts and how to teach about - systems 

62 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
biodiversity 

70 Key concepts and how to teach about - energy 

71 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
consumer consumption 

73 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
economics 

85 
Key concepts and how to teach about - 
population dynamics 
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68 
What research tells us about … Instruction - 
Specialized instructional strategies for 
targeted audiences 

77 
Implementation of EE – Strategies & 
facilitation techniques for questioning 
strategies 

79 
What research tells us about … Cognition - 
Decision making 

83 
What research tells us about … Learning - 
Theories  of learning, learning styles 

84 
What research tells us about … Cognition - 
Thinking & ways of knowing 

86 
What research tells us about … Instruction - 
Exhibit design for behavior change 

 

 
 
 
 

Business of EE Theme 

Rank Professional Development Topics 

8 
Promoting action, citizen participation, social 
marketing & behavior change appropriate to 
your audience(s) 

21 Reducing Nature Deficit Disorder 
29 Fund raising, grant writing 

36 Advocating for EE; advocacy training 

38 Promoting No Child Left Inside 

40 EE policy & legislation 

52 
Leadership development; administrative & 
executive skills 

72 Finance, budgeting 

75 Mentoring 

80 Conflict resolution 

81 Project management 

87 Personal & Professional Ethics 
 

Evaluation Theme 

Rank Professional Development Topics 

12 
Needs assessment, using evaluation to design 
or develop EE programs/services to meet 
audience needs 

22 
Building capacity for program evaluation - How 
to build evaluation into planning and programs 

33 Evaluation of program outcomes 

37 
Developing learning objectives & assessing 
learning 

45 
Building capacity for program evaluation - How 
to conduct an evaluation 

46 
Building capacity for program evaluation - Data 
collection & analysis methods, qualitative & 
quantitative 

55 
Building capacity for program evaluation - How 
to use & facilitate use of findings 

61 
Building capacity for program evaluation - 
What to evaluate 

65 
Collection of data gathering questions that 
might be used for EE assessment & evaluation 

76 
Building capacity for program evaluation - How 
to report findings 

 

 
Key Findings 
 
The 89 professional development needs for the next five years were ranked using a metric that 
combined ratings and rankings on several questionnaire items.  The top priorities, ratings and rankings 
of all 89 topics on the questionnaire items and the professional development needs score are 
discussed in the complete report on pages 37 – 67.  The key findings follow. 
 
1.  A major component of professional development in the next five years should be opportunities that 
will help environmental educators conduct EE through comprehensive programs that involve everyone 
in local communities in EE (Top Priority #1).  Additionally, environmental educators want content 



6 

 

knowledge of environmental sustainability especially in the context of communities, culture, and 
human health (#4). 
 
2.  There is a strong need for professional development that focuses on renewal opportunities for EE 
professionals to:  

• share models of what works (#2) 
• work together on common causes (#13) 
• network with others for support (#14) 

  
3. EE Practitioners want to understand the field, apply what the profession knows through research, 
and comprehend the knowledge of other disciplines, including what research tells us about: 

• cognition - how people interact and connect with nature (#3)  
• motivation - what leads people to take action (#10), transforming attitudes (#25), and behavior 

change (#27) 
• instruction - how to engage diverse audiences (#19) 
• learning - how EE can help students learn in other areas (#23) 

In addition, environmental educators want to understand and apply the Guidelines for Excellence 
(#18).   
 
4.  There are many gaps in the skills, content knowledge, and pedagogical and andragogical knowledge 
of environmental educators that should be addressed in the next five years.  The gaps that need to be 
filled through professional development include: 

• Basic environmental education training (#5, both skills and knowledge) and knowledge of core 
EE concepts, the basic understandings about the environment and environmental issues that 
are the foundation of EE (#15).   

• Strategies and facilitation techniques for a) teaching thinking skills, including systems thinking, 
critical thinking, analytic thinking, and problem solving (#6); and b) for using inquiry methods of 
teaching (#16) 

• Knowledge and skills to a) promote action, citizen participation, social marketing and behavior 
change appropriate to audiences (#8); b) use technological resources to improve teaching 
practice and participant learning (#20), and reduce Nature Deficit Disorder. (#21). 

• Communication skills for delivering EE to diverse audiences and partners (#11)  
• Evaluation knowledge and skills including a) needs assessment to use evaluation to design or 

develop EE programs/services to meet audience needs (#12); and b) building capacity for 
program evaluation - how to build evaluation into planning and programs (22) 

• Key concepts and how to teach about stewardship (#17), sustainability (#24), and climate 
change (#28). 

 
5.  Respondents also desired professional development about ways to integrate EE into formal K-12 
schools. Three top needs relate to getting EE in schools through a) curricula (#7); b) STEM – Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Math projects (#9); and c) working with No Child Left Behind and state 
standards (#26). 
 
6.  Delivery preferences point to the need for professional development that features in-person or 
face-to-face workshops at the local or regional level.  The most popular way to deliver EE professional 
development to these respondents would be a full day, hands-on, local or regional, single topic or 
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limited theme meeting or seminar in the winter.  Respondents also expressed interest in professional 
development opportunities for field work with natural scientists and/or social scientists.   
  
7.  The top aggregated priorities for the professional development needs of individuals and the 
profession were the same, Renewal opportunities for EE leaders - to share models of what works.  On 
other ratings and rankings of the 89 topics, however, respondents selected different topics as 
important and as top needs for their personal professional development and for those of the EE 
profession.  The top selected personal professional development priority was Needs assessment, using 
evaluation to design or develop EE programs/services to meet audience needs.   The top priority 
selected as essential to the development of the EE profession was Guidelines for Excellence trainings 
about environmental education standards.   The topic receiving the highest mean rating as “Very 
important for my needs” was: What research tells us about … Cognition - How people interact & 
connect with nature.  The greatest percentage of respondents (58%) selected as “Very important for 
my needs”:  What research tells us about… Motivation - What leads people to take action.   

 
8.  There are differences in professional development needs and delivery preferences when analyzed 
by organization (government, NGO, university, etc.), region of the country, years in the profession, 
type of learning (formal, informal, nonformal), and number of participants reached annually.  This 
information will allow for designing and marketing professional development programs based on the 
needs identified in this study. Separate reports on these findings will be available through EETAP in 
2010.  
 
 

Recommendations 
The report recommends professional development delivery processes; professional development 
topics; specific suggestions to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Environmental 
Education Division, EETAP, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), the North American Association 
for Environmental Education (NAAEE) and NAAEE Affiliates; and further research.   
 
Professional Development Delivery Processes 
Professional development delivered to environmental educators in the next five years should 
incorporate opportunities for sharing models of what works, working together for a common cause, 
and follow-up networking with others for support.  The identified priorities point to this process: 

 Compile what is known through research, theory, evaluation and practice about the content or 

skills that are the focus of the professional development. 

 Facilitate live, local or regional forums where participants share evidence-based and 

experience-based knowledge and skills, and have an opportunity to work together on common 

goals.  

 Provide multiple opportunities for continued sharing, networking and support from 

participants, facilitators, and others. 

Respondents selected in-person or face-to-face workshops and local or regional meetings as the types 
of professional development in which they are most likely to participate.  The most popular way to 
deliver EE Profession Development to these respondents would be a full day, hands-on, local or 
regional, single topic or limited theme meeting or seminar in the winter.  Respondents also expressed 
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interest in professional development opportunities through field work with natural scientists and/or 
social scientists, and an interactive website where they could assess what they know, plan individual 
professional development to keep current in the field, and gain access to many ways to learn more 
about areas of deficiency.   
 
Professional Development Topics 
Professional development for environmental educators undertaken in the next five years should fulfill 
the top priorities identified by the randomly sampled respondents to this study’s questionnaire.  Top 
priorities include both operational-skill building and cognitive-knowledge building needs.   
 
Operational Needs ς Professional Development Priorities for Skill Building  
Of immediate need is professional development that helps environmental educators build skills to:  

 Conduct comprehensive EE programs with diverse audiences in local communities 

 Apply basic EE fundamentals, core concepts and instructional techniques, and Guidelines for 
Excellence   

 Teach and implement critical thinking skills, problem solving skills, and inquiry 

 Promote action, citizen participation and behavior change appropriate to their audiences; and 

teach for environmental stewardship 

 Integrate EE into K-12 curricula; Science, Technology, Engineering & Math (STEM) projects; No 

Child Left Behind; and state standards 

 Communicate with diverse audiences and partners 

 Conduct and use data from needs assessments to develop EE that meets audience needs, build 

evaluation into program design, develop objectives, and conduct outcomes evaluation 

 Engage diverse audiences 

 Fund, lead and administer comprehensive EE efforts 

 Use technological resources to improve teaching practice and participant learning 

 Reduce Nature Deficit Disorder 

 Help students learn 

 Instruct adults 

 

Cognitive Needs ς Professional Development Priorities for Knowledge Building  
Professional development in the next five years also should address cognitive needs for improving 
general knowledge and understanding, as well as theoretical foundations and knowledge of best 
practices for teaching youth and adults.  Cognitive priorities include the following. 

• What is known, in terms of both content and pedagogy, from our 50 years of EE practice, 

evaluation and research 

• Syntheses of theories, research and best practice related to: 

– Lifelong learning, community education 

– Connecting people with nature  

– Building critical thinking skills  
– Motivating people to take responsible action  
– Communication skills needed to work effectively with diverse audiences and partners  
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– Needs assessment and its use  

– Guided inquiry-based learning 

– Key concepts and how to teach about environmental sustainability, environmental 

stewardship, and climate change  

– Changing attitudes and behaviors   

– Engaging diverse audiences   

– Helping students learn  

– Adult education, androgogy, and the differences between the learning and teaching of 

youth versus adults 

– Educational programs or services for decision makers 

– Evaluation capacity building for both organizational use of evaluation and evaluation 

skill development for individuals 

– Outcomes evaluation 

 
Recommendations to EPA and EETAP 
Initiatives that EPA’s Environmental Education Division and EETAP should undertake with diverse 
government, academic and other partners: 

 Annotated Bibliographies of best practices in EE.  These documents should assemble what we 
know, in terms of both content and pedagogy, from EE practice, evaluation and research.   

 Compilations of research, theory and models from other disciplines that can inform EE practice.   
These focused efforts should be based on the cognitive priorities identified in this study.  

 EE Key Concepts and Skills Project to identify core concepts, natural and social science content, 
critical thinking skills, and pedagogical and andragogical content knowledge.   

 Regional professional development forums, such as leadership clinics, as well as other 
opportunities for networking, renewal and support for professionals in the field.  

 More vigorous methods of distributing the Guidelines for Excellence and aiding EE 
professionals in their use.   

 


