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Astatewide environmental edncation (LE) grants program operared in Florida
from 1990 to 2003. Interviews of grant recipients were undertaken to explore and
describe the contributions of these funded projects to IE in the state. This report
of the descriptive review presents and summarizes {indings from these interviews,
Grant funds increased the diversity of EE programs available to citizens, increased
the diversity of agencies and organizations engaged in providing EE programs, and
enabled those alrcady involved in EE to undertake more extensive projects. This
article describes the process ol the review and suggests recommencdlations that may
help strengthen other grant-funded programs.
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Environmental education (EE) programs in
manv states and in many parts of the world are
not well funded. In the United States there is
great variation from state to state; while some
provide strong support and leadership through
state agencies, others offer little in the wav of
funding or resources for programs and mate-
rials. While a state grants prograimn is aniong
the initiatives recominended by The National
Environmental Education Advancement Pro-
graun for an ideal state-level comprehensive EL
program (Ruskey & Wilke, 1994), fewer than
half tie states in the U.S, have such programs
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(Ruskey, Wilke, & Beasley, 2001). Few articles
have been written to describe these grant pro-
grams, and the literainre offers little guidance
for developing programs. This paper uscs the
opportunity of a review of the Ilorida environ-
mental education grants program to describe
its benefits and challenges and to offer recom-
niendations to others.

Grants programs are usually designed to
enable organizers to redistribute resources ac-
cording to a stated goal; this goal can change
from year to vear as ncw needs, or priorities,
or both become apparent. The grant proposal
review process can promote diflerent aspects
of the agency’s mission. For example, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency has used an
Environmental Education Grants programn to
launch a set of sinall regional grants programs
with relatively litdle risk of a perception of wasted
funding by limiting the amount ol funding for
cacl project 1o less than S5000. The Public In-
formation and Education program of the Puget
Sound Water Quality Authority encouraged a
wide varicwv of applicants, ettectively enabling
dry cleanersand the construction industry to be-
conic environniental communicators. Because
their messages about dry cleaning chemical dis-
posal and erosion on a building site were niore
likely to be understood and respected by their
colleagues, this sirategy helped more people be-
come aware of water issues.

The state of Florida developed an environ-
meuntal ecducation grants program with funding
from nuamatee and panthier specialiy license
plates under the auspices ol the (Florida)
Advisory Council for Emvironmental Lduca-
tion (ACEE) at the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Conmission. Although ACEL
and its grants program were established by
the Legislamre in 1989 and housed within
the Joint Legislative Management Conmittee,
they were preceded by an earlier incarnation
ol an Advisory Council authorized in Florida’s
first Environmental Education Actin 1970 and
dismantled in 1931, In 1996, the Legislature
reduced ACEE's budget (by 33%) and wans-
[erred che staffand programs to the then Florida
Gamie and Fresh Water Fish Connnission. The

purpose of the Council was to coordinate a
comprehensive EE program for teaching resi-
dents and visitors about Florida’s environment.
In 1998 the Game and Fish Commission was
reorganized into the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Conunission  (FWCC). From
1989 to 2003, ACEE funded 178 EX projects
with approximately $7.5 million that required
matching funds. In 2000, a budget shortfall re-
quired the reduction ol all programs [unded by
thie Trust Fund (education grants, research, and
enlorcement). These reductions dispropor-
tionatelv affected ACEE and its education grant
program. Declining revenues from the two
funding sources (Save the Manatee Trust Fund
and the Florida Panther Research and Manage-
ment Trust Fund) were the stated reason for
the FWCC recommendation to eliminate the
program. The request to conduct this review
canmie about as a result of insufficient funding
to conduct a full round of grants and the desire
to document the benefits generated by the
grait program. This article summarizes the
review ol Florida's ACEE grants program with
an emphasis on suggestions that others might
use to strengthen their grants-based programs.

METHODS

The grants program coordinator provided a
list of projects lunded, grantees, addresses,
phone numbers, funding amounts, and vears of
[unding. Names and addresses werc not avail-
able for first 36 projects, nor were the records
maintained over time, so somne contact inlor-
mation was no longer accurate. Because ol the
great diversity of grautt recipients (e.g., schools,
businesses, agencies) and the uncertainty of
reaching an individual who knew about the
grait project, due to the high turnover in edu-
cational stafl at many instinuions, we attempted
to contact aud iterview the program coordii-
tor associated with each of the projects. If the
program coordinator was not familiar with the
grant project, we asked to speak to sonieone



who remembered the activity. Four interviewers
were trained to use the interview guide and
enter data in the spreadsheet. While no at-
tempt was made to check the reliability of their
interview technique or data, in several cascs,
interviewees were recontacted for clarification,
giving interviewers an opportunity to compare
perceptions. In all cases, the data were accurale.

This review involved four phases of activ-
iyt (1) deciding how many of the 178 funded
projects to include in the sample, obtaining
current contact information, and determining
how often to repeat calls; (2) developing, pilot-
ing, and training interviewers to use the inter
view guide consistently to collect information
from these ACEE-funded projects; (3) analyz-
ing coded quanttative data with measures of
central tendency and [requency, and gathering
examples and supportive quotes from the qual-
itative data; and (4) the developing 10 vignettes
that describe sclected programs in greater detail
to help readers better understand the breadth
and perceived accomplishments of the grants
program.

Telephone interviews were nsed to collect
informartion about the program and perceived
outconies. The interview guide included 27
questions and took between 20 and 10 minutes
to administer. The first eight questions asked
the respondent to describe the organization,
partmers, funding period, matching hinds,
and current status of the project. Fourteen
questions covered the purposc, goals, audience
(intended and actual), benefits, and perceived
outcomes of the grantfunded project. Four
questions asked respoudents to describe the
evaluation process associated with the project.
The final four questions enabled respondents
to offer advice to improve LE in Florida and the
ACEE program. While most of these questions
asked respondents to check off categories or
complete rating scales, portions of 18 questions
enabled respondents to clarily and explain in
their own words. The ACEE staff reviewed the
interview guide, and it was pilot tested with six
environmental cducators who were eligible lor
but never received ACEE funding. Revisions
were completed and as current contact infor-
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mation for the grant recipients was discovered,
the interviews began. Interviewers quickly
realized that some respondents would prefer
to complete the interview guide in writing,
so provisions werc made for F-mail, fax, and
posted responscs. Data were entered into Excel
spreadsheets, qualitative responses were coded
by faculty and graduate student mecibers of
the research team into a limited munber of
response categories uising basic content analysis
procedures and entered, and frequencies were
used to stunmarize the results. While these
quantitative data could be reported in tables, we
believe the summary statistics are more useful
in support of recommendations that others
might usc to strengthen their grant programs.

When interviews were completed we puu-
poselvselected aset of 10 successful projects that
maximized the diversity of organizations, issues,
and locations in order to develop descriptive vi-
gnettes of their projects. These vigneties were
included in the report to help the stakeholders
(including legislators) develop a better sense of
the grants program. The vignettes were writien
from the interview data and ancillary materials,
if available, and sent to each respondent to re-
view, correct, and expand.

RESPONDENTS AND
NONRESPONSES

Over the 3-month interview period, 107 inter-
views were corupleted, each representing a dif-
[erent grant project. We were more successful at
contacting more recent grant recipients (72%
response rate) than those funded in the [irst
few vears (49% response rate) (see Table 1).
Nonresponses included a variewy of probleins:
in 23 cases the organization, persou, or infor-
mation conld not be found to speak about the
program; andin -t cases the respondentwas not
available to complete the questionnaire. The
reasons [or no response in the remaining cases
are cither unknown or combinations of the
above.
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Table 1
Responses and nonresponses by recipient category

Awarded Interviewed Nonresponse (%)
NGO and nonprofits 45 28 17 (38)
Public K-12 24 10 14 (62)
University or College 23 14 9 (38)
City or County 20 13 7 (35)
State and Regional 23 18 5 (22)
Nature Center or Museum 11 10 1(10)
Business or Media Firms 11 4 7 (64)
Federal 4 4 0(0)
Other 17 6 11 (59)
Total 178 107 71 (40)

OVERVIEW OF ALL ACEE
GRANT RECIPIENTS

The original grant recipient database includec
information about the organization or agency
recciving the funds, the mmount of funds, and
the nature of the project. With that information
we sumiuarized basic information about the
grant recipients. Over the 13 vears of opcration,
ACEE funded a wide variety of organizations
and agencies to implement environmental eclu-
cation projects in a variety of forms for varions
audiences (see Table 1). More than -0 grants
were given to environmental organizations such
as Reef Relief, The Nature Couservancy, nat-
ral history museums, and Archbold Biological
Station. Colleges and universities were awarded
over 20, aswere K-12 school systems. Siate agen-
cies received a similar number Jor EE programs
at special sites (e.g., Rookery Bay National Es-
tuarine Research Reserve) or for statewide 111-
tiatives (e.g., Panther Net Website and Florida
Outdoors video programs). Grants also went
to survev research companies and mass mecia
firms.

Half of the ACEE grants were autho-
rized for less than 330,000, The majority of
the projects (75%) were funded at less than
$550,000. Onlv eight of the 178 projects received
more than 5100,000. These largest granis repre-
sent a chiange in ACLEE granting procedure to-
ward selected FWCC priorities (e.g., prescribed

fire, pantlier, and manatee education). Larger
nouprofits, universities, and school boards
tended to capture midssized grants (525.000-
$50.000) and private businesses, universities,
state agencies, and large museunms garnered
most of the large grants (S75,000-5100,000).

DESCRIPTION OF
RESPONDENTS’ PROJECTS

The 107 grants for whom recipients providec
infornation are not casily described, becanse
their purpose, context, and mecthods vary so
greatly. To help describe the wpes of projects
that were undertaken with these funds, we iden-
tified scven areas that cncompassed the main
purposc of the projects: Curricnlum develop-
ment, Resource development, Progranmining,
Training and Workshops, Mass Media, Data Col-
lection, and Public Partcipation. All of the
projects were coded into the arcas that fit their
major accomplishments, resulting in the fol-
lowing descriptions. Becausc some projects hacl
multiple and apparently equivalent purposes,
these mav be described in several areas.

Curriculum development

Twelve projects involved the development of
new curricular materials to guide educators 1o



implement a program or course that conveys
specific information and skills to an audience.
Most targeted teachers, though a few did not.
“Earth Connections” was developed for 4-H club
leaders to engage vouth in environmental ex-
ploration, “Master Naturalist” trains nonformal
educators including ecotourism providers to in-
terpret natural features of the environiment, and
“Build Green and Profit” is a course that helps
building contractors construct cnergy efficient
homes. The latter has been so successful that,
according to the recipient, “Florida now has
more knowledgeable and capable contractors
than any other state.”

Resource Development

Over half of the projects used sonie funding to
develop educational resources. Some of these
were for sites such as arboreta, demonstration
gardens, or outdoor classrooms. Most were for
educational materials, such as a slide show,
brochure, Web site, magazine, or taboratory ac-
tivities. About 20 projects developed resowrce
kits, assembling a variety of program tools for
cxtension agents or teachers to use. One project
recipient described the outcome of her marine
resource kits.

Teachers had ro be interested and get the approval of
their principal. Most of them had not been using sci-
ence or enviromuental ecdncation and learmed to en-
gage stndents in hauds-on work fov the first tume! We
took them bevoud the textbook and they applied what
thev leared. These teacliers are ahead of the auve
for the new science standards and are sill using the
resource kits.

Programming

Abourt half of the projects were involved in
distributing materials or conducting programs
(i.e., a coherently designed, interactive oppor-
tunity intended to accomplish project objec-
tives). Twentysix of thesc were designed for
K-12 youth, 14 targeted other segments ol the
public, and another 12 were for visitors to non-
format sites. Youth programs covered a wide
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range of subjects (e.g., natural history, environ-
mental science, performance art, and language
arts) or audiences (e.g., homeschoolers, disad-
vantaged youth, and minority students) in field
trips, biodiversity surveys, natural area manage-
ment, and site restoration. Programs for the
general public were designed to increase aware-
ness of four issues: manatec protection, coral
reel impacts, water quality monitoring, and na-
tive plants. Interpretive displays or materials
were designed for visitors to state and county
parks, musewmns, marinas, boat ramps, and pre-
serves. Respondents report that many of the
program materials: brochures for divers, signs
for boaters, and puppet shows for youth were
used long after the grant period to continue to
cducate audiences.

Training and Workshops

Thirty of the grant recipients offcred training
or workshops, and only 10 of these 1argeted
teachers. The remainder involved nonformal
educators, the business community, or the gen-
eral public. Manv of these workshops intro-
duced and made available new curricnla and
resources. Others trained volunteers or dive op-
erators to communicate information to the gen-
eral public. When projects thatwere not primar-
ilv training activities included wraining, it helped
to disseminate the matcerials to other users. One
recipient commented,

The funding enabled me to write, field test, and pub-
lish instructional matevials. Later, on niy own, I used
the books (o do inservice workshops and present at
conferences for teacliers. I also wrote articles about the
curticulmu formagazines and professional journals.

Mass Media

Just less than 30% ol the recipicnts used some
ivpe ol mass media to inform the public, with
over half of these inclnding a Web site. Onc of
the more common tvpes of projects inchided
the developmentand distribution of videos. Tlie



M. COMONROL ET M.

topics ranged from boat groundings to estab-
lishing a land trust. Newspaper inserts were de-
veloped on smart growth and a water quality
monitoring project. Media campaigns were de-
signed around prescribed fire, coastal devel-
opment, and manatee protection. Most of the
projects involving Websites occurred after 1998.
The Florida PantherNet receives over 35,000
hits a month.

Data Collection

Several of the projects (4) were designed to an-
swer on-going questions that could assist ed-
ucators in developing more appropriate pro-
grams. An assessment of environmental educa-
tion needs was conducted, as were surveys to
gauge public awareness on manatees and pan-
thers. While the recipient is not awarc of how
the data have been used, he did know that the
results are in demand. “I sdll get requests to
give conference presentatons and send article
reprints from both the general public and pol-
icy makers.”

Public Participation

Several projects were designed 1o engage a
group of people in learning or building new re-
sonurces. A series of regional forums helped de-
velop networks of environmental educators, a
multilingual EE prograin involved the Hispanic
commuuity in sitc restoration, a voluuteer net-
work monitored northern right whale migra-
tions, and a monofilamnent recvcling prograin
enabled those who fish to help protect marine
birds and mammals.

Respondents report that, as has been coin-
mon in EE for decades, the majority ol the
funded projects were designed to increase
knowledge and attitndes (72%), while a smaller
percentage focused on building skills (36%). Al-
though this pervasive emphasis on knowledge
and attitudes is somewhat disappointing, it is
not entirely unexpected. A large number of
projects were funded to raise awareness through

media or interpretation. One could not expect
these projects to develop skills. Still, a surprising
number of youth-based cducational prograins
werc limited to natural history information and
cxperiences. If this is not an artifact of ACELE
funding guidelines and selection criteria, then
there is room to train environmental educators
to build problem-solving skills into their envi-
ronmental programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS
TO GRANT PROGRAMS

We have identified nine recomumendations that
arise from the interviews and vignettes and sup-
ported each with examples Irom the study.

L. Swmall grants helped attract new organizations to
EE. Many of the small grants went to orga-
nizations whose 1issions arc not generally
recognized primarily as environwmental ed-
ucaton, for example, Keep Winter Haven
Clean and Beawtiful, Space Coast Sport Fish-
ing Foundation, American Litoral Socicty,
and Florida State University's College of Law.
Their participation expanded the tvpes ol
audiences who received an EE message and
connected these messages to novel issnes and
locations. Without professional EE statt, liosw-
cver, such small organizations may not know
about the grant program and maynotbe able
to compete successfully. 1f this is a goal of
a grant program, an outrcach effort should
inclnde a training program for prospec-
tive applicants and a technical support sys-
temn for providing assistance if they are
funded.

2. Granis huilt EE partnerships. ACEE grantees
were required to provide matching re-
sources. While inany met these requirements
with in-kind salary, more than three-quarters
(77%) of the respondents reported at least
one signilicant partner on the project. Re-
spondents explained that their partuers pro-
vided access to resources (financial and



material) and expanded the expertise of the
project tean by providing specific skills. By
encouraging partnerships, the grant guide-
lines helped recipients icentity and cooper-
ate with other agencies and institutions. Of
course, having funds to support a project
makes it easier for partners to be involved,
particularly if they are earning some of that
moncy.

ACEE grants helped organizations leverage ad-
ditional funds for EE programs. While only
42% of the respondents indicated that ACEE
funds helped them obtain additional tund-
ing, other respondents indicated that their
success in the ACEL program helped launch
additional EF. efforts with other funding
sources. However, in a majority of cases (73
of 87 reporting), ACEL funds provided over
50% of the project budget, suggesting that
these programs miglit not have been possi-
ble without ACEE’s grants progran.

Grant recipients learn new skills. The grant pro-
gram also preseuted opportunities for indi-
viduals to develop skills: writing resources,
leading workshops, and creating exhibits, in
sorne cases for the first time. One interviewec
stated, “This [developing a curriculum pro-
gram] was a wondertul experience. I had no
idea T could do this, but it was a great experi-
ence and very successful. It really helped our
organization a lot.”

- Evaluation efforts are possible, even with small

grants. A majority of the funded projects took
steps to ensure the quality of their products
and programs through expert reviews (81%)
and summative evaluations (87%), proba-
bly because of grant requirements. This ap-
pears to be a substantally higher rate of uise
of evaluaton than is conmon it some sec-
tors of the field (Chenery & IMTanunerman,
1984/85). Using wtwo or three forms of eval-
unation (i.e., expert review, pilot test, and
needs assessuaent) is more often associated
with programs that won additional awards
and recognition (70% of the projects that re-
ceived awards had completed two or three
tvpes of evaliation, while onlv 48% of the
other respondents had).
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6. Adult programs addvesed behavior change nore of-
ten than did youth programs. A full 38% ol the
projects claimed to focus on changing the be-
havior of adultaudiences. Respondents inen-
tion that tcachers are using materials, con-
tractors are building energy ctficient homnes,
divers are doing less damage, boaters arc
traveling slowly in manatec-filled waters, and
fishers are depositing used fishing linc in
containcrs.

. Institutions that train educators or work with a
nunber of school systems were strategically betier
swited to have a large impact with ACEE grants.
Respondents who worked with regional EE
programs and teacher education institutions

~1

developed training programs and resources
that compound the nunpact of the ACEE re-
sources. They mentioned that their materi-
als were still in demand and many of them
foundsupplemental resources to continue to
do workshops and reprinting. The impact of
these efforts, however, is rarely reported by
the conclusion of a grant cycle if it lasts only
one vear, so this information is often lost to
granting programs. Selected recipients may
be better able to make use of multivear grants
or longer reporting expectations.

8. Individual schools and locally based NGO's, while
less able to have a widespread impact, were able
to succeed in creating opportunities that provide
examples of what others might do. For exaple,
Pelican Island Elementary School completed
an outstanding imit and helped to manage a
local natural area. However, nearby residents
may be the only onies aware of their activi-
ties. It locallv limited projects were encomn-
aged to write an article, present at a confer-
ence, or share their success, other teachers
and stuclents might sec possibilities in their
own community for similar actions. Teachers
in Flovida are frequently assigned to different
schools which hanipered our ability (o con-
tact schools that received grants. Therelore
itis ditficult to sav how successful schools are
as a grant recipient. Those who were reached
way be unusually productive or average.

9. Continued funding for successful approaches
or projects and repeated funding for successful
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grantees helped increase the perceived success of
the grants program. While sensitive to concerns
about funding the same organizations again,
a grants program that can allocatc a per
centage of funds to organizations that have
demonstrated the ability to complete a suc-
cessful project will help establishi a positive
impression of the grants program. Which o1-
ganizations are good managers would not be
known until their first project has concluded.
IHaving afew known successes in the mix each
year might enable grant programs to take a
risk by funding a few unknown entities. The
ACELE program funded 31 cutities more than
once in a combination of continued grants
and new projects, presumably because they
submitted competitive proposals. Charlotte
IHarbor Environmental Center was hinded
for four distinctly different projecis; Reef Re-
liel received funding over scveral vears to de-
sign and reprint a brochure. In some cases
respondents explain that their first proposal
was for the first step of the program de-
velopment process and subsequent propos-
als helped them continue. The University
of Florida received 14 grants, but nearly all
were for different projects administered by
different units. To improve the likelv success
of projects while funding new recipients, a
grants program could request that propos-
als focus on the successful models from carly
grant cycles.

SUMMARY

A State-level competitive grant program could
in[luence the direction, scope, and focus of EE
projects, enhance the qualitv of EIL projects,
build capacity among EE providers, help sinall
organizations leverage funds, and serve as a
repositoryforlessons learncd from a wide range
of ELE experiences. In Florida, some of these
benefits were realized while others were not.
A majortiy of the projects (70%) used funding
to develop and launcly new activities, clearly at-
tributing ACEE funds to new program develop-

ment. Capacity building, however, was not avail-
able to all, though some individuals took the
opportunity of the project to gain new skills.
Forty-two percent of the respondents indicated
that ACEE funds helped them obtain additional
funding. Unfortunately, there is no accessible
repository of lessons learned. The guidelines for
the grant proposals changed over the years Lo
steer EE projects toward a topic, a geographic
region, or an audience, most obviously during
tlre final years, recducing the range o[ EE projects
andrecipients that were funded. Guidelines can
be designed to require evaluation and partner-
ships, for example. More than one-third of the
respondents reported that the grant guidelines
signilicantly influenced the design of their pro-
posed project (35%), indicating that guidelines
can indecd shape the project.

Il a grant program’s goals include further-
ing the ficld of environmental echication, a few
policies and practices could be incorporated
into their annual program, such as training
for grant applicants, technical support in eval-
uation for grant recipients, a database of ex-
perts who could be used to review and iniprove
projects, membership in the state or national
EE association for grant recipients, and the ex-
pectation Lo present the project at an appropri-
ate venue. Additonal fnding could be made
available to successful projects to disseminate
their materials and products to others. Since
broader dissemination is ofien not inclnded in
the initial proposal to develop a program, some
good projects were shelved when their initial an-
dience was rcached and the grant period con-
cluded. Others were able to obtain additional
grants from ACEE to continue with their out-
reach cfforts.

From our review ol these interview data,
it was clear that there is a wealth of cxper-
tise and materials across the state that 13 vears
ot state funding helped create. Unfortunately,
it was not nurtured, nor were individuals re-
tained in any community of EE providers to
help support others. Florida’s grant program
focused on distributing funds, but this is only
one outcome of a grant program. \WWe encourage
others to think broadly about their long-term



achievements and design a program to build
environmental education capacity for the long-
term and extend the reach of programs to new
audiences.
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