Executive Summary

This thesis reviews the overall value of environmental education (EE) and assesses the current state of EE in Rhode Island.  Prevailing definitions of EE are identified as well as its goals and principles.  The historical context of EE is presented, which highlights modern EE as part of a long tradition broadly supported on an international scale.  The US’s limited national EE framework, designated in the National Environmental Education Act of 1990, serves to assist states in developing their own EE programs, but does not constitute a mandate.  Leading states such as California, Arizona and Wisconsin have taken the initiative to develop EE frameworks above and beyond the vision of the national act. Rhode Island has also taken some measures to offering EE.  However, a comparative analysis shows that RI is consistently behind leading EE states.  Statewide, RI’s framework conceptually supports the idea of EE, but offers no concrete assistance to schools to implement EE.  Non-formal EE programs are strong in RI, and while some schools do utilize these resources, it may be difficult for schools with no prior history of EE to develop partnerships with these programs.  A sample survey conducted for this study reveals an inequitable distribution of EE in RI’s secondary schools, as a direct result of RI’s lax framework.  Improving this framework and formally implementing EE in RI’s secondary schools is necessary to alleviate inequities and improve EE in RI.  Specifically this study recommends that RI focus on 1) Establishing a central EE office, 2) Directly address the inequities of EE in RI secondary schools and 3) Utilize existing national organizations for guidance.  

