Environmental Education in the East Bay

Introduction

Accordingto the California StateDepartmenif Educationenvironmentakeducation
at the elementarytlevel is importantto nurtures t u d iataréstndhe environmentand will
foster positive environmentalaction later in life. (Belichesky 20069 For this reason,the
environmentaliteracy of childrenwill bea determinantn thefuture healthof the planet

In 1968 California incorporatedstatelegislationinto the educationcode that stated
thatteachersarerequiredto include environmentakducationin their curriculum However,
the legislationdid not dictate how much or what kind of environmentaleducationteachers
should conduct, but ratherleft suchdecisionsat thet e a c diseret®riso that educators
could meet n t Ismecific needsof the studentsthey s e r YGaldornia Departmentof
Education 1973. Unfortunately, teachers at schools with a high proportion of
underprivilegedstudentanustfocustheir time andresource®n proficiencyin topicssuchas
arithmeticandreading,andarethusunableto educateaboutthe environment

In my study| examinethe correlationbetweenAcademicPerformancdndex (API)
and the quality and quantity of environmentaleducationat eight elementaryschoolsin
BerkeleyandOakland Accordingto the California Departmenbf Educationthe purposeof
the API is to determinethe academigerformancendgrowth of schools,essentiallyserving
asan indicatorof thes ¢ h operfodnsncdevel (Belichesky2006. It is a numericindex
thatrangedrom alow of 200to a high of 100Q with a statewideAP| performancedargetfor
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Abstract

| tested the hypothesis that teachers at schools in Berkeley and
Oakland with lower APIs (determined by scores on standardized
tests) would spend less time and resources on environmental
education. | also tested the hypothesis that students from schools
with low APIs would have less knowledge of the environment than

students from schools with high APIs. | surveyed both teachers
and students and found in the schools that | surveyed that there Is In

fact a significant correlation between APl and quality and quantity

of environmental education.

all schoolsof 800. The indicatorusedto calculatethe 200607 reportingcycleisst udent s O

performance on California StandardizedTests (CSTs) Unfortunately, with the 2001
Implementationof No Child Left Behind program, schoolsare evaluatedbasedon their
S t u d merormaicen standardizedests which do notincludeenvironmentakcience The
testsfocus on English languagearts and mathematicdor gradestwo through seven Fifth
gradersarealsotestedon sciencewhich includessomeknowledgeof earthscience Noneof
thematerialon the standardizedestsis explicitly environmental

The API Is usedto meetstateand federalrequirements If a schoolmeetsawards
criteriait maybeeligible to becomea California DistinguishedSchoolor NCLB-Blue Ribbon
School If a school does meet standardsand is in the lower ranking of the statewide
distribution of baseA P | am giterventionprogrammay be enforced Schoolswith a high
percentagef economicallydisadvantagedtudentsor of English learnersare not receiving
sufficient funds to reachthe API targetsof other districts (Duncombe2000 Educatorsat
schoolswith already higher performing studentshave the luxury of spendingtime and
resource®n environmentaeéducationwhich doesnotraisetheirtestscores

The hypothesighat| testedin my studywasthatteachersat schoolswith lower APIs
would spendesstime andeffort on environmentaeducatiomandthatstudentsat schoolswith
lower APIs would belessinformedaboutenvironmentaprinciples

Methods

| distributed a questionnaire (see Exhibit A) to teachers at eight schools In
Berkeley and Oakland. The teachers responding to the survey teach at Thousand
Oaks, Emerson, and Malcolm X in the Berkeley Unified School District, and
Whittier, Maxwell Park, Sherman, Cleveland, Peralta, and Hillcrest in the Oakland
Unified School District. 41 teachers completed the questionnaire, including six
science specialists and 35 classroom teachers. The questions were designed to
assess the frequency with which teachers address environmental issues in the
classroom, the teachégeneral attitudes regarding the importance of
environmental literacy, their potential desire to do more environmental education,
and the reasons for not spending more time and resources on environmental
education. The questionnaire also addresses whether or not teachers spent more
time on environmental education before the 2001 implementation of the No Child
Left Behind Program.

The questionnaire assessed the guantity of environmental education students
at different schools receive. To quantjfyality of the environmental education that
students receive is more difficult. | gave students a twemdgtion quiz on
environmental topics (see Exhibit B). Students that attend Thousand Oaks, Whittier,
Maxwell Park, Cleveland, Hillcrest, Peralta, and Sherman took the quiz. The quiz
was designed to address the environmental literacy of the students at these schools.

| used Excel spreadsheets to organize my data and the software program
JMP to statistically analyze the data.

Results

Figure 2 shows the relative frequency with
which particular environmental topics are addressed at
schools with low and high API scores. In general,
environmental topics are taught much more frequently
at schools with high API scores (Gguare =8.734, p
=0.0031). Specifically, teachers at schools with high
APIs address the topics of global warming, pollution,
organic food, energy conservation, recycling, and
ecology significantly more often than teachers atlow
APl schools (Figure 1). The average score on the
environmental quiz at higAPI schools was more
than three points higher than the average score of
students from the lowAPI schools. Figure 3 shows
the relationship between quiz score and API. The R2
value of the regression analysis is 0.45 and is not
statistically significant. The relationship does indicate
a positive relationship however, and warrants more
Investigation.

Figure 1: The above table includes fourteen different
variables that | tested with respect to schools with high or
low APIs. The lower the probability value is the more of
difference there is between high and low API schools

with regards to the given variable.
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Figure 3: The graph above shows the average scores on an
environmental literacy quiz (see hard copy), and the API of
the schools that the tested students attend. Each of the

points on the graph represents a different school.

Figure 2: The table above lists the schools included in
my surveys, their locations, their base APIs for 2006,
and the number of socioeconomically disadvantaged

students that were included in their 2006 API analysis.
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Figure 4: The graph above demonstrates the number of teachers
from schools with high and low APIs that frequently (at least

once a week) address the listed topics in the classroom.

Conclusion

The results of my study support the hypothesis that
teachers at schools with lower APIs spend less time and energy
on educating their students about the environment than
teachers at schools with high APIs. My results also support my
hypothesis that students from schools with lower APIs would
not be as informed about the environment as students from
schools with high APIs.

The correlation between environmental education and
APl exists for several reasons. Questionnaires indicate that
teachers at low API schools feel more need for additional
resources and also feel that environmental education is not as
Important as other issues. For example, a teacher from-a low
APl school wrote on the survey that environmental education
IS Importantfbut not so much as other thimg#Another
teacher from a school with a low API wrote that the importance
of understanding environmental issues is foslatively to
thesestudenta Another teacher from a IewP| school wrote
that she does not have adequate support and resources for not
only environmental science, hdibr anythingb Teachers at
higher API schools, on the other hand, generally feel that they
have adequate support, and that environmental literacy is a
high priority. These sentiments are not unexpected, given the
socioeconomic disparities that exist between high and low API
schools. Table 2 shows the percent of students at each school
that are considered socioeconomically disadvantaged. In
addition, low API schools have higher numbers of English
Learners (Table 2). Thus, teachers at these schools can focus
only on basic learning, and dhaafford, with respect to time,
money, or energy, to teach topics not mandated by the
Department of Education.

The State standards do not include requirements for
environmental literacy it is thus up to the individual schooaol,

or even teacher to decide the quality and quantity of
environmental education their students receive. In addition,
numerous studies have shown that low socioeconomic
neighborhoods have the worst environmental quality and suffer
from higher frequencies of environmentally related health
problems. In light of the environmental challenges currently
faced, perhaps it is time to revise the State Standards.
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