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Highlights

. Positive youth development is an assets-based approach for cultivating
competencies essential to personal well-being. .

. When environmental education enables children and youths to contrlbut‘e.to
jmproving urban environments, it can not only increase cities’ sustainability
and resilience but also foster young people’s personal growth.

- Participatory action research, peer education, and youth civic engagement
are three educational approaches that can lead to positive change for both
urban environments and youths living within them.

Introduction

Environmental education is often associated with environmental learning and
pro-environmental behaviors. Some approaches to environmental education,
however, also enable young people’s personal growth through the developmen't of
confidence, self-efficacy, and other assets that supportan individual’s wel‘l-bemg.
This chapter explores the intersection of urban environmental education and
positive youth development. It can inform teachers, environmental e.ducators,
science educators, youth workers, and others who want to advance environmen-
tal learning and advance a positive developmental trajectory for young people
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£dwards, and Widdop Quinton, 2015). One child’s description of this experience
was typical: “1 am excited about being able to voice my opinion. . . . There are
Jots of young people who are passionate to be heard, but this is the only project I
nave heard of or taken part in that allows them to do so” Such opportunity to be
heard may contribute to positive developmental assets, such as self-efficacy and
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Together the stages of this child-framed methodology highlight how youth
laborators. Through such experiences, chil-
dren may develop positive developmental assets, such as self-efficacy, connected-
ness, and research, critical thinking, and communication skills. The results of
children’s research also may enhance understanding of children’s experiences of
gn and management of urban environments
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FIGURE 17.2. Photomontage designed and created by young co-researcher
showing what she described as “nature by road” with photos taken at different
times throughout the day. She explained that roads in her community both
connected (like “blood lines”) and disconnected children to nature. Credit:
Graciella Mosqueira,

Youths as Peer Leaders

Peer education involves people with similar characteristics or experiences
learning from each other. Used successfully in the health field, it also can be
effective in other arenas, including environmental issues (de Vreede, Warner,
and Pitter, 2014). Evidence suggests that educating teens to facilitate learning
experiences for younger youths can have positive developmental impacts for
both younger program recipients and “teens as teachers” (Lee and Murdock,
2001). This strategy provides teens with ownership over the direction of program
activities, leading to investment in the outcome of their work (Larson, Walker,
and Pearce, 2005).

A peer education or “teens as teachers” strategy was piloted in a 4-H envi-
ronmental education initiative in New York City during the summer of 2015.
4-H is the youth development component of the Cooperative Extension System
at many U.S. public universities. Twenty New York City 4-H teens attended the
4-H Career Exploration Conference at Cornell University, where they partici-
pated in science and leadership minicourses led by faculty and staff. During the
closing assembly, New York City 4-Hers engaged more than four hundred peers
and adult volunteers in creating “Pollinator Seed Bombs” as part of the National
Pollinator Initiative, a U.S. presidential directive to conserve pollinators and thus
protect the nation’s food supply. Seed bombs are compressed bundles of clay,
compost, or soil containing seeds that can he tacced inta a hare natch af land
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to grow new plant life (http://kidsgardening.org). The 4-H teens.and 'fldult vol-
anteers pledged to share their new knowledge and seed bor.nbs with friends and
4-H clubs in their respective communities. One New York City 4-H peer educator
reflected, “I could see action being taken to improve. the‘ world and l‘was proud
1o have been a part of it?” This illustrates how participating as an enynronmental
peer educator contributed to this teen leader’s self-efficacy and feelings of mat-
tering, which are positive developmental assets. )
When they returned home, the New York City 4-H teens also served as “teen
teachers” for the 4-H Exploring Your Urban Environment summer day camp

92
%
i

5

FIGURE 17.3. In New York City, “teen teachers” in the 4-H Exploring Your
Urban Environment program guided younger children releasing butterflies as part
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program (Figure 17.3). The teens were trained to implement a five-week pro-
gram with younger youths in eight community agencies in New York City. The
teen leaders connected 392 youths to their communities through service-leaming
opportunities that promoted environmental stewardship and community beay.
tification. In a survey assessing program impacts, all thirty-five teen teacher
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I can make a difference in my
community through community service”; such commitment to community ser-
vice is a social asset for positive youth development. Teens’ psychological assets
were also enhanced as reflected by their agreement or strong agreement with the
statement, “l am more confident in helping others.” These results align with oyr
conceptual framework (Figure 17.1), highlighting the positive impact that con-
necting youths to their environment in meaningful ways can have for the youths
as well as their environment and communities.

Youths as Civic Actors

Youth civic engagement refers to young people developing their civic capacities
by actively collaborating with others to shape society. One form of youth civic
engagement is environmental action, whereby learners collectively analyze a
problem and act to solve it. Environmental action can involve directly improving
the environment, such as planting native vegetation to restore habitat in a city
park, or can indirectly influence others to act through education or policy
advocacy. Critical to environmental action is shared decision making; participants
collaborate in defining a problem and then envision and enact solutions (Jensen
and Schnack, 1997; Hart, 1997). Adults can experience tensions in sharing
decision-making power; navigating these tensions is essential to ensuring genuine
opportunity for youths’ participation and positive development (Schusler,
Krasny, and Decker, 2016).

A youth development specialist and an environmental educator
collaborated in an after-school program to facilitate a project in which seven
middle school students produced a documentary about “Green Homes” in
the city of Ithaca and surrounding towns in upstate New York. The adult
leaders chose the project focus—producing a video about green building—
and invited youths to participate. The youths then made decisions with
educators’ guidance throughout all facets of video production over seven
months, from planning to filming, editing, and debuting to area residents
their eighteen-minute documentary. The role of the adult leader and youth
participants in decision making in this project reflects the results of a study
on youth environmental action programs, in which educators spoke about
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strikinga balance between providing needed guidance as well as opportunities
for youth to assume decision making and leadership (Schusler, Krasny, and
Decker, 2016).

The students’ video featured three local homes demonstrating building with
patural materials, recycled materials, and renewable energy. It also included a
“green home” for dogs and cats at the Tompkins County Society for the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Animals. The “pet home” highlighted the use of recycled mate-
rials, natural lighting, a geo-exchange heating and cooling system, and native
landscaping.

Youths reported gaining knowledge about green building and being moti-
yated to do more. As one youth said, “it’s really inspired me to look more at our
environment and what [ can do to help.” They also spoke of developing skills
in video production, problem solving, communication, teamwork, interacting
with adults, persisting to complete a long-term project, and being patient. They
valued the opportunity to contribute to their community. As one reflected, “This
is going to have an impact on how people build their homes. People that see [the
video], at least they’re going to do some of the minor things talked about. And
maybe when they see that kids have done something like this, people will give the
kids much more respect in the community.” This form of indirect environmen-
tal action—youths acting to try to influence residents to make environmentally
friendly choices—demonstrates one way that young people develop assets while
educating others toward increased urban sustainability (Figure 17.1).

Conclusion

Participatory action research, peer education, and youth civic engagement are three
approaches that have been used in urban environmental education to advance
sustainability and foster positive youth development. These three approaches are
not mutually exclusive; for example, youth environmental action often involves
young people as researchers to understand a situation before proceeding in collec-
tive action to change it for the better; it thus integrates participatory action research
and civic engagement. All three approaches value young people’s capabilities, build
upon their strengths, and offer opportunity for genuine, meaningful participation
with the potential for impact on their communities and the environment. They
also require adult leaders who provide a caring environment and appropriate levels
of guidance, expectations, and freedom for youth to take on leadership and other
responsibilities. Through such experiences, young people can contribute to creat-
ing more sustainable and resilient cities while developing valuable physical, intel-
lectual, psychological, and social assets that enhance personal well-being.
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Philip Silva and Shelby Gull Laird

Highlights
. Adult learning theories suggest ways 10 engage adults in urban environm.e.mal
education through action-oriented projects and enrichment op.portumtles.
. Adult urban environmental education includes programs with predeter.—
mined outcomes as well as those that enable participants to define their
arning goals.
. mi:fe;1'ogr§r§s draw on learning theory to integrate both instrumental and

emancipatory goals.

Introduction

“You can’t teach an old dog new tricks” Though this timeworn adage suggests
that adults are incapable of learning, we know this to be false. Most adults con-
tinue to learn throughout their lives. Indeed, many indivi.duals seek out new
knowledge for personal growth or to transition through l.1fe events (Knowle':s,
1984). Most environmental education—urban and otherwise—focuses 0n4 chil-
dren and young adults, either in a classroom setting or thrlough ﬁel(.l trips to
nature centers, museums, public gardens, or other similar settings. In t.h\s chapte.r
we explore opportunities for developing urban environmental education experl-

ences for adults.
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