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Issue

The Alaska Region conservation education (CE) program reached 27,661 students and 1,968 educators directly and 39,044 students and 1,308 educators indirectly in 2007. (A person contacted indirectly is one who receives CE from another person the Forest Service trained). On every ranger district in the region there is some kind of CE outreach. Conservation education provides a tremendous opportunity to promote environmental literacy among youth living in or near the Tongass and Chugach national forests.

With the implementation of the “No Child Left Behind” act, school districts face increasing pressure to meet statewide standards in reading, writing, math and science. They are further pressured to equip students to pass the high school graduation qualifying exam.

The Forest Service must be strategic in the development and presentation of conservation education programs to maximize effectiveness of the time and money we invest in the programs and to help school districts meet these critical demands. If we do not do that, the schools cannot afford to have us work with their students.

Background
Alaska State Requirements

Students are required to take standards based assessment exams in third through tenth grade. These tests measure accomplishments in reading, writing and math. Beginning in 2008, fourth, eighth and tenth graders’ performance in science will also be measured. Additionally, students take the high school graduation qualifying exam beginning in ninth grade. In order to graduate from high school they must pass math, writing and reading sections of the exam. Each semester they may re-take any section of the exam they have not yet passed.

School Districts Adjacent to National Forests

According to State of Alaska 2006-7 Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) reports, the following school districts near the Tongass and Chugach National Forests met AYP standards: Chatham Schools, Chugach Schools, Cordova City Schools, Craig City Schools, Haines Borough Schools, Hoonah City Schools, Hydaburg City Schools, Kake City Schools, Kenai Peninsula Borough Schools, Klawock City Schools, Mt Edgecumbe High School, Pelican City Schools, Petersburg City Schools, Sitka Borough Schools Skagway City Schools, Southeast Island Schools, Valdez City Schools, Wrangell Public Schools, and Yakutat City Schools. 

Districts near the two forests, which did not meet the standards, were: Anchorage Schools, Annette Island Schools, Copper River Schools, Juneau Borough Schools, and Ketchikan Gateway Borough Schools. It is interesting to note, that none of the large school districts (those associated with cities or clusters of cities with populations over 10,000) near national forests met AYP standards in 2006-7.

Factors Contributing Toward Success in AYP Scores
Many factors contribute to students’ success on the tests, and we don’t know all of them. Possible factors influencing AYP scores include:

· Percentage of students with disabilities. Families with children who have disabilities often move to large cities to get the services they need. Those children tend to have a higher rate of academic difficulty than the general student population, and lower the average scores for the district.

· Staff turnover. Districts which do not have staff continuity tend to score lower on tests.

· The dropout rate. In a district where struggling students choose to stay in school, they lower the district average test scores. Staying in school is a good thing.

· High number of students in private schools. This can be a factor for either lowering or raising district scores depending on whether high achieving or low performing students are in the private schools. AYP scores only reflect performance at public schools.

The Forest Service Role in Educating Youth

Certainly the Forest Service cannot and should not single-handedly take on the task of increasing the number of school districts which meet AYP standards. However, we can do our best to assure that any CE programming we provide takes steps toward that goal. In a number of locations we are trying to do that, including:

· Cordova Ranger District, where since 1992, K-6 students have participated once a month in the Discovery Room, a hands-on science learning program tiered to educational standards that enriches the existing school science program. 
· Juneau and Glacier Ranger Districts, which both worked with local school district staff that identified third graders as the students to target with our programs. Both ranger districts developed activities tiered to performance standards for third grade, and both ranger districts conduct three or four programs with each class they see. 
· Prince of Wales Island, where the Craig and Thorne Bay Ranger Districts teamed up to offer the EcoVan, a brightly painted, eye-catching science equivalent of a book mobile. The EcoVan takes scientific equipment and a watershed-based curriculum to eight school districts on the island. Activities meet requirements for science, math and language arts.

Summary

To present conservation education for schools, the Forest Service must continually improve programs and assure they are relevant to the needs of students and educators. This requires strategic planning and effective use of our most valuable resource—the expertise of our employees, to present programs that meet educational standards.
More Information

Kristi Kantola, Program Leader for Interpretive Services and Conservation Education, Alaska Region. 
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