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The NYC government used to be a primary caretaker of urban forests and other natural ecosystems in the Bronx, but high pollution levels, health problems, and limited access to natural areas for residents suggest that this management was not always satisfactory. Now a growing number of community-based groups and organizations advocate for and manage green urban spaces in collaboration with governmental agencies. These efforts have already resulted in the creation of new parks and the restoration of some ecosystems in the Bronx. Evidence of positive contributions of communities in solving environmental issues in the city suggests the need for involving more residents in decision making and participation in environmental restoration programs. One possible way to increase community participation is through youth environmental education (EE) that would nurture future environmental stewards and advocates for nature in the city.

There is a tension between EE programs that often focus primarily changing individual environmental behavior and the need to bring up future citizens who would engage in community-based environmental stewardship. Therefore, the traditional logic model of EE, which includes certain educational activities, learning outputs, outcomes, and long-term impacts, should be revised. The goal of this research project is to construct a logic model of youth EE, which can be used by non-formal education programs to plan, implement, and evaluate EE activities that lead to environmental stewardship in urban communities. Community partners are environmental educators from five community-based organizations that focus on environmental restoration and education along the eight-mile section of the Bronx River within the city limits, which flows through some of the most diverse and low-income communities in the U.S (see the project map: http://thebronxriver.blogspot.com).

During the pre-dissertation phase of this research (Summer 2008), I worked with the partner organizations to define the research goal. I also developed descriptions of environmental organizations and their activities with youth, and collected preliminary data about desired short-term and ultimate outcomes of their programs. These data will serve as a foundation for the dissertation phase of this research in 2009. Interviews with the Bronx environmental educators and observations of various EE activities will be analyzed in fall 2008. Preliminary observations suggest that most youth participants in EE programs are the first generation in their families to help manage ecosystems in the Bronx, and EE educators sometimes do not have an explicit understanding of how these youth would engage in community-based natural resources management when they become adults. Without understanding of a long-term impact by EE programs and educators, EE activities may not always be well focused on nurturing environmental stewardship, which will be analyzed next year. Currently, EE programs in the Bronx engage youth in a blend of restoration and conservation activities in urban forests and other ecosystems. Other inquiry activities focus on quality of the environment and various topics related to environment advocacy, justice and policy. Sometimes young people, however, participate only in some of these activities and only for short-term periods. Educators agree that not all youth in EE programs will follow environmental careers, but in the future they should gain the ability and willingness to organize community-based management of natural resources in the Bronx or elsewhere. To build the logic model of urban EE, next year concept mapping or another research methodology will be used, which will involve working with environmental educators to identify types of EE activities and desired educational outcomes that potentially lead to community-based environmental management in parks, urban forests, and other natural ecosystems in the city.
