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As the world continues to be bombarded by wicked issues, neuroscience research
continues to expand and inform the field of teaching and learning. We scientifically
know how to teach learners how to change their perspective to be better observers,
rewire neural pathways and, think about problems in systematic expansive ways.
Combining this knowledge with the creative ingenuity of our youth, there is ample
real hope and opportunity for our future; a future of collective wisdom, a systems
approach, and inclusion of all types of knowledge and ever expanding
understanding of how the natural world works. Earth Education leaders
(administrators, practitioners, and researchers) have a profound responsibility to
include the best of what is known about teaching and learning, Earth Science, and
community engagement into their every day professions to ensure opportunities to
foster real world change for learners and their communities.

Learners at every stage in life need not only learn peer-reviewed sound content
knowledge of earth science, but also how to utilize their knowledge leveraging their
previous experiences and unique perspectives. The Earth Education community has
the opportunity to teach students to apply their learning through the process of
investigating learners’ authentic concerns about environmental issues, and then
creating evidence-based calls to action to share with decision and policy makers.
Earth Education as an academic field, has a tremendous opportunity to not only
teach geology, hydrology, geomorphology, etc., yet to apply those sciences into
practice within a community context. This context is the ‘so what’ of the learning.

The Youth Water Leadership Program™; a program designed in 2017 by Wild Rose
Education works to exemplify and model a style of learning that is student centered
and encourage the learner to apply the technical water, river, and climate change
science and policy learned in the field and classroom to participating in public life.
Students grades 7-16 from the local rural watershed are invited to investigate their
personal water, river, or climate change concerns and form a thoughtful evidence-
based call-to-action to present at the annual Healthy Rivers Youth Water Summit
where elected officials and policy makers attend as listeners. The Summit is an
empowering and inspiring learning experience for all who participate.

Through the process of investigating their concerns months prior to the Healthy
Rivers Youth Water Summit, students are given the chance to dig deep into
something they are genuinely passionate about. They have time to understand the
complexities of issues, recognize stakeholders’ perspectives, and strategize how to
best communicate their call-to-action during the Summit. Traditional learning
environments can typically focus on the quantity of content that can be fire-hosed
on students and not on the process of learning how to thoroughly investigate issues
the students are truly concerned about.



The Youth Water Leadership Program is a programmatic ‘umbrella’ so to speak that
currently includes many sub-programs:

* co-designing a university level multi-day event with similar goals to the
Healthy Rivers Youth Water Summit,

* youth community action project educator professional development
workshop,

* multi-age student leader team who plan and host the Summit,

* and other opportunistic unique learning experiences that help students
prepare to participate in the Summit (e.g. Mobile Earth and Space
Observatory water week visit, CIRES Lens on Climate Change filmmaking
summer program, Let’s Talk Rivers deliberative forum naming and framing
internship).

Earth Education has the potential to powerfully foster sustainable communities
through so many possible programs. The Youth Leadership Program is one program
that could be scaled and deployed in various places and could be expanded
regionally, statewide, and beyond with a thoughtful strategy, dedicated sponsors,
and strong partnerships. It has been successful in a rural area with only 10 schools,
20 financial sponsors, and more than 24 programmatic partners involved so far.
There is room for creative and expanded program design and implementation;
anything is possible.

One of the most insightful learnings from the design and implementation of the
Youth Water Leadership Program is the need for teachers to have substantial
support and coaching. Educators do not typically have the necessary toolbox of
strategies to facilitate students in investigating environmental issues of personal
concern. There is significant need for educators to not only have professional
development learning opportunities, but also the support of their peers
administrators to allow students to take a deep dive into a topic that sometimes
neither the teacher nor the student have much previous knowledge about. This
teacher-student partnership of genuinely learning together can be rather exciting
and quite effective. This type of learning process offers students (and educators)
transferable skills needed to participate in public life, contribute to society, and
make well-informed decisions ultimately creating sustainable communities
grounded in sound science.

Earth Educators have the heavy task of teaching students about one of the most
wicked problems in human history: climate change. If taught through a lens of
teaching learners how to be systems thinkers, how to investigate environmental
issues weighing the opportunities and trade-offs, how to listen to and respect
diverse perspectives, how to communicate their evidence based opinions, and how
to participate in and contribute to public life, we as educators will have fostered a
future of sustainable communities for all.



