

2015 NEEF Report – Excerpted Highlights
TABLE OF CONTENTS							  Page
CHAPTER 1: Environmental Literacy and Change..................................................................10
CHAPTER 2: The New American Landscape ..........................................................................21
CHAPTER 3: Tectonic Shifts in Technology  ............................................. ............................ 29
CHAPTER 4: The Greening of the American Education System..............................................38
CHAPTER 5: Americans in the Great Outdoors..................................................................... 50
CHAPTER 6: Environmental Literacy in the Corporate World................................................60
CHAPTER 7: Facing Environmental Threats...................................... ....................................67
CHAPTER 8: Building Support for Environmental Education ................................................ 77
CHAPTER 9: Building Sustainable Communities....................................................................85
CHAPTER 10: Conclusion......................................................................................................95

Chapters of Climate Interest:				Climate change is mentioned on these pages:
Environmental Literacy and Change, pages 10-19	1, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19
The New American Landscape, pages 21-27		21 (fascinating U.S. demographics info)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Tectonic Shifts in Technology				31, 42 
Facing Environmental Threats, pages 67-75		68, 70, 71, 72, 75
Building Sustainable Communities, pages 85-93		89, 90, 95, 98, 99 

Environmental Challenges - All of these challenges are taking place against the backdrop of massive and rapid societal change, from technology shifts to changing demographics. The scale and pace of change demands systems to provide citizens — young and old — with the information, skills, and tools they need to navigate a far more uncertain world than anyone predicted even a decade ago. Everyone must understand and experience that they can be part of the solution. This is the goal of environmental literacy.

DEFINING ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION 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 which has the knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivations, and commitment to work individually and collectively toward solutions of current problems and the prevention of new ones.” --UNESCO-UNEP, 1976

Polling data in general indicate that American adults care about the environment and are getting outdoors in greater numbers. They also participate in certain green behaviors, such as recycling, in large numbers. But the data also suggests that American adults are distracted by other priorities, overwhelmed by the complexity of the issues we face, polarized about problems and solutions (not just along political lines but also culturally and in terms of how we understand and evaluate science), misinformed about key issues, and less confident than they once were about their ability to take major steps to address environmental problems. 

Environmental Concern Is on the Decline. Americans focus on air and water quality, but the proportion of Americans concerned about environmental problems has declined over the past decade. From 2000 to 2012, the proportion of Americans worrying about air and water pollution tumbled 23 and 24 percent, respectively. 

Economic Concerns Now Surpass Environmental Concerns. For nearly 30 years, Gallup has asked Americans about how they prioritize economic development and environmental protection. For nearly all of that time, Americans have favored the environment, agreeing that “the environment should be given priority, even at the risk of curbing economic growth.” In 2000, for example, Gallup notes that “Americans overall favored the environment over the economy by a better than 2-to-1 margin (67 percent to 28 percent).” But today, Americans prioritize the economy over the environment. 

Americans are increasingly taking action to save energy. According to a 2012 poll conducted by Yale Project on Climate Change Communication and George Mason University, more than half of Americans (56 percent) reported that they had tried to reduce their family’s energy consumption over the past year. Likewise, the number of Americans reporting that they often walk or ride a bike instead of driving is now at its highest recorded level (25 percent). Energy-saving CFLs also have gained favor with Americans. From 2008 to 2012, the number of Americans reporting that most or all of their household light bulbs are CFLs has risen 40 points to an impressive 57 percent of Americans.

Americans’ Skepticism Is Growing: While Americans increasingly place responsibility for addressing environmental problems on individuals, fewer Americans think they can make a big difference for the environment. Compared to 1990, fewer Americans say they can do “a lot” to address environmental problems, and more say they can do “a little.” Encouragingly, fewer believe they can do “nothing.”

Certainly, a polarized society is not the kind of climate that fosters environmental literacy. That polarization is not simply a matter of liberal versus conservative political views. According to the Second National Risk and Culture Study, such views explain far less of the variation in attitudes toward climate change, for example, than more fundamental beliefs about how to organize society. Individuals process factual information about risk in a manner that fits cultural predispositions, the authors of the study argue, and it is that tendency that leads to cultural polarization.

Americans’ Knowledge Often Falls Short: In 2010, the Yale Project on Climate Change released a report on their measurement of Americans’ climate knowledge. The results were not encouraging. Overall, 52 percent of Americans earned a score equivalent to an F. Forty percent would receive a score of C or D for their level of knowledge, and about 8 percent would earn an A. Less than half of Americans (45 percent) understand that carbon dioxide traps heat near the Earth’s surface, and a majority think that the hole in the ozone layer contributes to global warming. These kinds of misunderstandings prevent Americans from making informed decisions about this important issue. Political Differences Are Wide on the Environment. America’s two major political parties have become polarized, reflecting deep divisions on key social, economic, and cultural issues. Climate change is one such issue that has divided Americans, according to the Pew Research Center for People and the Press. While 79 percent of Democrats believe there is solid evidence that the Earth’s average temperature has been increasing over the past few decades, less than half as many Republicans (38 percent) agree with the statement. A majority of Democrats (53 percent) attribute the warming to human activity, in contrast to just 16 percent of Republicans. Democrats and Republicans are also deeply divided about how serious the problem is, and whether there is even scientific consensus on the issue. While 50 percent of Democrats believe global warming is a very serious problem, only 14 percent of Republicans see global warming as very serious. By nearly a 2-to-1 margin (59 percent to 32 percent), Democrats believe that there is scientific consensus on the issue of global warming. Republicans hold nearly the opposite view, with 30 percent seeing scientific agreement and 58 percent believing most scientists don’t agree.

Research on America’s knowledge and attitudes shows that environmental education has never been more important. Effective education, however, requires understanding the difference among individuals and communities and tailoring strategies to reach them. As the work of the Yale Cultural Cognition Project shows, simply providing the public with more facts may not be enough to change perceptions about contentious issues such as climate change. The kind of lifelong learning required to build environmental literacy and sustain environmentally responsible behaviors happens only when people have access to places where they can learn, connect, get inspired, and take action throughout their lives.

U.S. Demographic Shifts In just a 15-year span, according to census data, non-Hispanic Whites fell from 76 percent of the population in 1995 to 63 percent in 2013. In 2012, for the first time in U.S. history, the majority of births in the country were minorities. According to current estimates, non-Hispanic Whites, previously the majority in the United States, will become a “minority” in 2043. By 2027, the 18-29 year old population will already have a minority majority, made up mostly of growing Hispanic and Asian populations. It is impossible to predict the long-term impact of shifting demographics on Americans’ interest in and support for the environment, but research suggests that people of color support environmental protection. A 2010 report by the Yale Project on Climate Change Communication and George Mason University on support for climate change legislation among American racial groups concluded: “It is commonly believed that global climate change is primarily a concern of only upper and middle class Whites, while minorities are focused only on local issues of environmental justice. These two national studies strongly suggest that these assumptions are often wrong. In fact, minorities often support action to respond to this global threat at levels equal to or greater than Whites.
“Despite increasing racial diversity in the United States, the racial composition in environmental organizations and agencies has not broken the 12% to 16% ‘green ceiling’ that has been in place for decades.” According to the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, from 2007-2009, only 15 percent of environmental grant dollars benefitted marginalized communities, and only 11 percent advanced social justice strategies. In addition to poor representation inside traditional environmental groups, people of color are also underrepresented in outdoor recreation activities that are linked to environmental sensitivity. According to the “Outdoor Recreation Participation” report, about three-quarters of youth and young adults participating in outdoor recreation are White.

Over the next 40 years, urban areas are expected to absorb all of the world’s expected population growth of 2.3 billion people, and also absorb more of the rural population.

USFS Discover the Forest ad campaign to get families outside, highlighted, page 23.
NOAA, ACE, climate education programs, highlighted, page 70.

Rise of Technology in Education - Some educators see technology as a vital tool, while others see it as interfering in the relationship between people and nature. See Chapter 3 for discussion.
Measuring Environmental Literacy - In a global study of young people’s knowledge and attitudes about the environment, students in the United States scored below average for their counterparts in developed countries. Interestingly, young people across the PISA assessment named school as the place where they learn about the environment, more than any other source of information.

The Green Schools Movement Green Schools by the Numbers • America’s schools spend more than $7.5 billion annually on energy — more than they spend on textbooks and computers combined. • On average, green schools use 33 percent less energy and 32 percent less water than conventionally constructed schools, significantly reducing utility costs. • A typical green school saves $100,000 per year on operating costs, enough to hire at least one new teacher, buy 200 new computers or 5,000 textbooks.  (USFS GreenSchools! program, highlighted on page 44)

