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Abstract 

To explore relationships between time in nature, identity, and environmental teaching, 

this project gathered interviews from K-12 teachers who had taken part in a natural history field 

course, the California Naturalist Program.  Using a narrative methodology, participants' 

experiences were interpreted with respect to identity and related to their individual teaching 

perspectives.  Their narratives suggest that what participants found most meaningful in their 

naturalist experiences were often reflections of pre-existing subjectivities, although stories also 

showed evidence of ongoing identity construction and affirmation.  Choosing to teach with the 

environment appeared to reflect established environmental subject positions in particular.  

Overall, the greatest meaning participants found seemed more about who they are and want to 

become than anything intrinsic to the naturalist practices themselves.  Environmental teacher 

trainings may benefit by recognizing the complex role of identity in teaching, encouraging 

reflection on ecological subject position, and acknowledging the gradual and continual nature of 

identity negotiation.   
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Exploring the Outside Within:  A Narrative Study of Identity  

and Teachers' Experiences Learning to be Naturalists 

You know, when you're involved in anything environmental it becomes your whole 

life…it's like I have to do this with the kids.  For kids, the younger they are, they really 

want to explore their immediate environment.  They can't even see the Grand Canyon, 

really.  So for me with the kids age seven to nine in this class, if can tie them in to that 

little area right up there, that's going to make more impact than anything else I can do.  

Gwen 

In conducting this research, I set out to learn what meaning teachers find when they 

engage in firsthand nature study.  I hoped to learn about the relationships, if any, between 

practicing naturalist skills, environmental education in the classroom, and the place of identity in 

each.  My purpose is not to challenge or promote particular positions, but to share what I have 

learned from participants' experiences, guided by narrative theory.  With the recognition that I 

bring my own contextual perspective to this work I also offer these findings for further 

interpretation and welcome readers to seek their own meaning within the participants' stories.   

Encouraged by the work of Anne Bell (2003), I have chosen to deviate slightly from 

traditional formats in presenting this work.  Rather than following a standard chapter layout, I 

have integrated background, theory, and methodology to better reflect the progress of my own 

thinking and to create a more natural flow for the story of this research.  Block quotes have been 

italicized to emphasize the different voices within this project, and I have integrated interview 

excerpts and brief participant introductions throughout the text as a reminder that all work in this 

field is grounded by the lived experiences of real teachers, that participants are central and 
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should be visible, and that this research itself has been a co-creation, an ongoing dialog between 

myself, the theory, and the participants' stories.   

Chapter 1:  Teaching with the Environment 

Last year I had an expert birder come and we did a walk up on the nature trail looking at 

birds.  But to me one of the best evaluations of how well it's working, environmental 

education with my class, was we were up on the nature trail and this bird flew behind a 

tree.  The expert didn't see it, but one of my students did and he said, "Oh, there went 

another one over there," and the expert said, "So where is it?" and he said, "It's right on 

one of the top branches on that incense cedar right behind that really big ponderosa pine 

tree."  I just remember the birder guy put his glasses down, he was just … over the kids' 

heads, nobody saw it, he looked at me and went, "What?"  It was like, "Yes! It's working," 

and it was perfectly natural, you know?  He wasn’t trying to impress.  This kid was just 

trying to get him to the bird.  To me that was the coolest thing.  It was like, "OK, this has 

been worth the year tromping up there."  Gwen 

For Gwen, including the environment in her teaching is a natural extension of her own 

ecological identity and an integral part of her teaching self.  It's something she is compelled to do 

and has included in different forms whenever possible throughout her teaching career.  Teaching 

in a public elementary school, she acknowledges the challenges of integrating additional content 

and outdoor experiences for students when there are already many curricular and logistical 

demands on her time, but she believes in the value of firsthand nature experiences and finds a 

way to make it work.   
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Not all teachers are interested in teaching with the environment, however, and even for 

those who are, there are often challenges which impede their efforts.  Teaching itself is a 

complicated undertaking and studies indicate that the factors influencing teacher adoption of 

environmental education are varied and complex (Sosu, McWilliam, & Gray, 2008).  Still, 

teachers like Gwen find ways to include the environment regardless.  One approach to 

understanding the adoption of environmental education is to try to understand teachers 

themselves by exploring their experiences and various paths to environmental teaching.  As 

potentially central to teacher decision making, identity may be one means of interpreting their 

actions (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004).  Studying identity could provide insight into 

teaching choices.  For example, it may be that some teachers such as Gwen so strongly identify 

with environmental protection as an element of "who they are" that they are compelled to teach 

environmentally no matter the challenges.  Others may be equally motivated but for different 

personal reasons.  Going deeper, we can then ask how a sense of self has been constructed and 

try to understand how experience and identity interact to help shape teaching paths.  In this 

project I explored the experiences of teachers who had participated in a field-based natural 

history class called the California Naturalist Program.  Through narrative inquiry I have collected 

and interpreted their stories to consider the question:  "What meaning do teachers find in learning 

naturalist practices and how are their experiences reflected in identity and teaching?"   

In particular I found myself interested in the pattern of how experience shapes and is 

shaped by identity with special attention to ecological aspects of identity development.  The 

purpose of this study is not to make generalizations about the impacts of nature study or specific 

claims about teaching and the environment, but it may provide insights that "illuminate wider 
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issues" (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007, p. 371) around different ways that educators might interpret this 

type of nature experience in their lives and their work.  Each teacher's story is by nature personal 

and highly contextualized.  What we can learn from their stories, however, will enrich our 

understanding of the complexity of teaching and how differently environmental teaching 

philosophies can develop and be expressed.  Each teacher's story is valuable itself and has 

something unique to offer.   Lived experiences are important (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007) and the 

stories we develop to understand them form the basis of our identities (Widdershoven, 1993).  

We are our stories.  By exploring our stories we can begin to understand our experiences and 

ourselves.    

Barriers to Implementing Environmental Education 

We planted some little pine saplings out, because my dream is to reforest this campus, 

but it's not going to happen.  Maintenance dudes who like their mowers and their lawn, 

I've learned that it's hard to fight that.  I had kids a couple of years ago in my little Lorax 

club, we planted pine seeds […] and they got to be tall enough to transplant.  I tried to do 

everything right.  OK, we wanted to plant them here.  My vision was "this" and so we got 

everybody's approval.  We were out there planting trees one day.  My kids were so 

excited you know, "Yay, our little trees!" and one of the maintenance guys who's been 

here a really really long time and thinks he's in charge saw us.  "What are you guys 

doing?"  I’m going, "Oh, we just finished planting our trees," which we had permission to 

plant.  He just launched into this whole thing about the irrigation system and the mower 

and the this and the that in front of my students, and I was going, "We're trying to do a 

good thing here."  So that's what I run into.  Another friend of mine, she used to try to do 
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things like that too.  She says, "I gave up and decided just to focus on my own home," 

because it's just frustrating.  Laura 

The idea that it would be valuable for teachers to use environmental education in the 

classroom is not new, nor is the recognition that teachers are not being well prepared or 

supported in doing so (Bennett & Heafner, 2004; Powers, 2004).  In a US national survey, 

McKeown-Ice (2000) found little institutional planning for how to implement environmental 

education into in pre-service teacher education and that in programs which did include the 

environment, there was quite a bit of variation in what was being done.  In Pennsylvania where 

the use of specific environmental learning standards had been mandated, it was found that there 

was still no concrete plan for preparing teachers to implement the standards, and it has been 

recognized that there and in other cases, the standards themselves may even be at odds with 

some fundamental goals of environmental education (Hart, 2002; Mastrilli, 2005).  So although 

there appears to be a general interest in expanding environmental education in schools, there can 

be confusion surrounding what form that should take and how to support teachers in the process.   

Teaching is a complex endeavor requiring numerous ongoing decisions, judgments, and 

interpretations about what students need and how best to guide them, all while navigating the 

structure of an imposed daily schedule and mandated requirements (Clark & Lampert, 1986).  It 

is not surprising then that teachers may feel overwhelmed by the task-at-hand and be reluctant to 

add new material or make changes to established routines.  Studies have found that barriers to 

implementing environmental education in the classroom may include logistical and institutional 

challenges such as lack of time, support, knowledge, space, and resources, or conceptual barriers 
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such as perceived value, lack of confidence, or a sense of threat to teaching autonomy (Dyment, 

2005; Monroe, 2002; Sosu et al., 2008).   

A middle school science teacher, Laura is an example of one teacher who will not give 

up.  She works to include environmental learning experiences she feels are valuable for students 

no matter the frustrations she encounters.  She described numerous examples of projects and 

lessons she has initiated including planting pollinator gardens, taking off-campus trips, and the 

tree planting described above which required both patience and persistence in the face of 

bureaucratic obstacles.  Her belief in the importance of giving students the opportunity to 

experience and love the natural world compels her to persevere through challenges.  She admits 

needing a break sometimes, but I did not get the sense that she will ever actually give up.   

A Need for Environmental Education 

I feel that the problem with too much city…I tried to stress what was there before this 

school was here.  […] Our environment is really what got us here, it's what we have 

around us, and so it's always a part of class.  When you have that opportunity for kids to 

touch nature, to be a part of nature, to grow something in a planter in school or 

something like that, it's really, really important, so it's really a part of my life.  That's 

what the pictures are on the wall, they're usually nature, birds and things.  Tom 

Tom, previously an urban elementary teacher who now teaches as a long-term sub, also 

finds ways to integrate the environment into his teaching.  Very attuned to his own place in the 

natural world, he emphasizes the importance of exposure to nature in the hopes of opening that 

door for students should they be interested to learn and explore more in the future.  He expressed 
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a deep concern for most peoples' alienation from the natural world and the imbalance that creates 

in our relationship to the environment.   

My concerns are similar to Tom's, therefore an underlying assumption of my work is that 

environmental education is important and should be encouraged in classrooms.  We are living in 

a time of dramatic environmental change related in large part to human activity.  Climate change, 

habitat degradation, and environmental contamination are issues relevant for all people, but 

given the pervasive North American culture of high material and energy demands, I feel it is 

especially important that we in the United States become more aware of the relationships 

between human activity and the Earth's systems.  As future decision-makers and heirs to the 

outcomes of today's environmental actions, children especially deserve to understand the 

dynamics of the natural world, to examine the complex environmental issues we face when 

appropriate, and most importantly to experience the wonders of nature for themselves.   

As the environmental education manager for a children's science museum, I am a strong 

advocate for most forms of environmental learning.  In the field-based program which I teach, I 

am fortunate to witness the excitement students express as they explore local rivers.  I am 

saddened, however, by my observation that here in California, a beautiful and unique yet 

increasingly urbanized state, many students we serve seem removed from nature and have little 

experience of local environments.  Like others, I feel it is essential that children are given 

opportunities to explore and experience the natural world, not only to build empathy but also to 

benefit their own growth and development.  Children need nature, and the natural world needs 

children to know it.  A belief in the importance of time spent in nature has been advocated by 

many such as the often referenced Stephen J. Gould who asserts that "we will not fight to save 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  16 

what we do not love" (Gould, 1991) and Mitchell Thomashow who emphasizes the importance 

of time spent in nature during childhood for establishing ecological identity (Thomashow, 1995).  

Despite many good reasons to connect children with nature, however, I am concerned by what I 

perceive as the small proportion of California students who regularly have access to 

environmental education.  Informal educators have the capacity to reach only so many students 

and often those encounters are finite and insulated.  It is my feeling that if formal classroom 

educators were to incorporate more environmental topics and outdoor experiences into their 

curriculum, they could possibly lay the foundations for students to craft new environmental 

narratives for the future.  As a researcher I am interested in understanding more about why and 

how environmental teaching happens, and as a practitioner I hope to learn how better to support 

that goal myself.   

Environmental Education Defined 

Oh my god, they're going to get so sick of [the environment].  It’s all about that.  We 

talked about plate tectonics and then the county was trying to get an anti-fracking 

ordinance passed.  I was able to bring in the actual ordinance.  […] We went through 

this whole "how to analyze a primary document" with something that was really going to 

get voted on the next week, and they learned about fracking.  If that's not environmental, 

I don't know what is.  Nancy 

Environmental education is a diverse field encompassing numerous motivations and 

philosophies enacted through a range of possibilities (May, 2000; Morris, 2002; Sauve, 2005).  

For the purposes of this study, environmental education will be defined as any teaching which 

takes place in, about, or for the environment to include all types of learning ranging from the 
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inclusion of environmental content within an existing science unit to the integral use of the 

environment across the curriculum.  The justification for this approach is the belief that any level 

of teacher engagement in environmental education could be beneficial, and that even minimal 

use may act as a gateway to wider application in the future (Ernst, 2009).  Considerations about 

which approaches could or should be used in any particular setting are subjective and highly 

contextual and will not be addressed in this study.  Also, although I am personally interested in 

promoting environmental education in general, I am not advocating for any particular methods in 

this work.  However, I was interested in the diverse ways that study participants perceive 

environmental education themselves and whether or not they engage their students in something 

that they consider to be environmental education.  I found the following.   

Nancy, referenced above, teaches at a unique college-prep private school where she has 

had the flexibility to modify and expand her class (following University of California approval) 

to include the study of local and global environmental content within the context of its primary 

subject matter.  In doing so, she has taken advantage of the natural environment on her school 

campus to give students firsthand exposure to local ecosystems and ecological relationships in 

addition to incorporating lessons about local environmental issues when possible.  I would 

describe her approach to environmental education as being a high level of adoption in which she 

uses the environment as an integrating context for many parts of the curriculum.   

All seven teachers in this study engage in what I would consider to be environmental 

education, although two might be less comfortable with that designation because their 

environmental teaching happens primarily outside of their formal teaching settings.  They all 

include outdoor experiences in their teaching in addition to providing other exposure to 
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environmental content.  Similar to Nancy, Gwen and Tom take students on nature walks and 

bring an awareness of the outdoors inside.  They also incorporate environmental learning into 

other parts of the curriculum through their work in multi-subject classrooms.  As middle school 

science teachers, Eric and Laura primarily connect environmental topics and experiences with 

on-campus gardens and outdoor classrooms through the sciences, but both spoke of 

implementing or trying to initiate collaborations with their English departments to weave 

environmental science themes into more aspects of their students' learning.  Peter is an 

established high school chemistry teacher with limited time to address environmental topics 

directly in class unless students have specific questions, but he has developed engaging 

environmental projects for students outside of class including on-campus species monitoring, 

compost education mentorship training, and ecological restoration trips to Costa Rica.  Robyn's 

involvement with environmental education has been a more recent development, a result of her 

retirement from teaching English and subsequent decision to volunteer at a local botanic garden.  

She is new to environmental content but has immersed herself in learning new information and 

developing effective ways to communicate about nature with the public, with student groups, and 

with her fellow docents.  She also mentioned working with students in the past to create a native 

plant garden at her old school, but noted that environmental teaching was not her actual 

motivation at the time.  Prior to interviews I had no knowledge of participants' use of the 

environment in teaching and I was interested to learn about their extensive involvement.  More 

detailed participant introductions are provided in the findings section.   
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California in Context  

Our nature here is just so explosive and so in your face.  The opportunity of finding more 

about it and then through the Naturalist Program to be able to get school kids and take 

the kids out there […] To expose them to damselflies, to wild turkey, to deer, to 

burrowing owls, to all those kind of things that if you don't know to look…all you're 

telling them is just, "Look over there, you see that?  Isn't that neat?"  Tom 

California is a culturally, economically, and biologically diverse state with many 

interwoven social and environmental challenges.  An interesting combination of geology, 

topography, and climate has resulted in a large number of distinct bioregions across the state 

contributing to its recognition as a global biodiversity hotspot.  The factors that make it 

biologically rich are also what make it an appealing place to live, however.  Urban sprawl, high 

demands for limited water, and the consequences of extensive agriculture are just a few of the 

environmental challenges that California faces as its population continues to grow.  Somewhat 

ironically, such human pressures set against the backdrop of California's ecological diversity also 

provide abundant opportunities for place based learning centered around natural history, human 

demands, and resulting environmental tensions.  Every place faces its own environmental 

challenges, but I feel that the complexities of people and place in California make the state a 

particularly compelling location in which to explore environmental questions.   

Benefits of Environmental Education 

I see some kids that are normally just a mess in a classroom but then you go outside and 

they're probably the most engaged and excited, and they're excited to talk about the topic.  

It's really interesting and I want to do that more.  Eric 
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Beyond the value of learning environmental content and examining human-nature 

relationships, environmental education may benefit students in other ways as well.  Studies have 

demonstrated that it may encourage increased classroom focus, higher academic achievement 

across the curriculum, and improved critical thinking (Ernst & Monroe, 2004; Lieberman & 

Hoody, 1998).  Teachers themselves may also appreciate a sense of renewal that can come with 

teaching new material or implementing new techniques in addition to enjoying the benefits that 

environmental education has to offer their students (Winther, Volk, & Shrock, 2002).  In a state 

facing numerous educational challenges, environmental education could support a number of 

needs within California's classrooms.  It seems, therefore, that there are many compelling 

reasons why California teachers might wish to incorporate the environment into their practice.   

California's educational landscape is every bit as complex as its terrain, however, which 

complicates many teachers' abilities to explore environmental issues.  Educating one eighth of all 

students in the US, California schools face the additional challenges of serving a student 

population in which nearly 33% are English language learners (compared to a 9% national 

average) and over 50% are living in poverty (Kitmitto, Parrish, & Shambaugh, 2010).  

Performance pressures driven by standardized tests, shrinking budgets, lack of professional 

development, and limited support in areas such as science have further complicated the work of 

classroom (especially elementary) teachers (Dorph, Shields, Tiffany-Morales, Hartry, & 

McCaffrey, 2011).  As a result, despite the creation of a State adopted environmental education 

curriculum, the Education and the Environment Initiative (EEI), encouragement from the State 

Superintendent of Education, and explicit environmental education goals articulated by the 

National Science Teachers' Association (National Science Teachers Association, 2003), without 
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specific requirements, environmental education in California classrooms thus far has been hit 

and miss.  It is possible that attention to environmental education in California could begin to 

shift with the upcoming adoption of K-12 Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) to be 

implemented statewide by the year 2018 (California Department of Education, 2014).  The new 

standards actually do include elements of the environment and understanding human impacts, 

however, incorporation of the standards is open to interpretation.  As educators approach this 

transition, it will be beneficial to understand teachers' perceptions of environmental education 

and provide them with a variety of resources and experiences to support them in this process.   

Chapter 2:  Environmental Education Research  

Because environmental education adoption can be complex, one goal for researchers has 

been to understand the suite of factors involved in such decision making and whether some 

elements are more influential than others in encouraging teachers' uses of environmental 

education.  In an attempt to understand these decisions different theories have been proposed to 

explain teacher behavior.   

Self-Efficacy 

A good deal of environmental education research is grounded in behavioral psychology, 

and many researchers have used Bandura's (1977) theory of self-efficacy to frame their work (see 

for example Moseley, Huss, & Utley, 2010; Sia, 1992; Trauth-Nare, 2015).  Applied to 

environmental education, self-efficacy is a teacher's belief in their ability to teach it effectively.  

Outcome expectancy refers to the belief that effective environmental teaching will have a 

positive outcome for students.  Many environmental teacher-training programs seem grounded in 
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this mechanistic conception of human behavior.  The underlying assumption is that if we could 

discover the right combination of learning experiences to stimulate a sense of efficacy, then 

teachers would follow through with environmental education in the classroom once they have 

left the training.  However, studies have shown that in many cases, teachers with strong feelings 

of self-efficacy are not always able to sustain those feelings and do not necessarily act on the 

training they have received once teaching on their own.  Even teachers with strong beliefs in the 

benefits of environmental education may still lack the confidence or motivation to actually teach 

it themselves (Pedretti & Nazir, 2014; Rop, 2004; Sia, 1992).  This makes me question the 

premise that beliefs in self-efficacy or outcome expectancy alone are what drive teachers' 

actions.   

Studies focusing on efficacy as the primary source of behavioral control also seem to 

emphasize the cognitive elements of knowledge acquisition in teacher training.  In some studies,  

even though the environmental lessons that in-service and pre-service teachers received often 

included more affective experiential elements, when a lack of a persistent sense of efficacy was 

found, it was still implied that providing more content knowledge might have been needed to 

sustain their confidence (Moseley et al., 2010; Moseley, Reinke, & Bookout, 2002).  Reporting 

on a professional development program described by Sondergeld, Milner and Rop (2014) that 

was very attentive to the development of teachers' attitudes through internal reflection, 

researchers still placed strong emphasis on the importance of content acquisition for sustained 

efficacy belief.  There are certainly examples of effective content focused trainings (Shepardson, 

Harbor, Cooper, & McDonald, 2002) and familiarity with content could play a role in shaping 

teacher behavior, but considering the "information age" in which we live when environmental 
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content is so readily accessible, it seems unlikely that a tipping point of factual knowledge would 

make the most difference to teaching decisions.   

Based on representation in the literature and the numerous tools developed to measure 

self-efficacy belief, this line of research has a strong following.  Personally, however, the 

evidence has not convinced me that belief in self-efficacy is the best way to understand 

environmental education implementation and in my opinion a preoccupation with efficacy alone 

may result in too narrow a conception of teacher behavior.  It may be one element at work, but a 

study by Richardson, Liang, and Wake (2014) in which pre-service teachers increased their 

perceptions of efficacy during training only to have it drop substantially during student-teaching 

placements emphasized for me the context dependency of self-efficacy beliefs.  Given the 

complexity of teaching, to focus so narrowly on one aspect of motivation as the key factor for 

action is neither useful nor appropriate, and to so strongly connect that belief to knowledge 

acquisition seems equally limiting.  If content knowledge and trainings designed to improve 

one's efficacy belief were the keys to implementation, I feel that there should be more evidence 

in the literature of persistent sense of efficacy across contexts.   

Theory of Planned Behavior 

Another approach to understanding teacher behavior uses the theory of planned behavior 

(TPB) to explain intention and action.  It takes into account Bandura's thinking on self-efficacy, 

reconceived as perceived behavioral control, but then includes attitude toward the behavior and 

socially determined subjective norms as additional factors influencing behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  

Attention to attitude is encouraging in that numerous studies cite teacher beliefs and attitudes as 

instrumental in the adoption of new practices (Czerniak & Lumpe, 1996; Skamp & Bergmann, 
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2001; Sosu et al., 2008), and following Pajares, the authors Czerniak and Lumpe assert that 

beliefs form attitudes, and that attitudes form the basis for action.  In their words, "people act 

upon what they believe" (Czerniak & Lumpe, 1996, p. 249).  Although TPB accommodates more 

complexity in decision-making, the main concern I have for the utility of this theory is the 

emphasis it places on subjective norms.  Teachers whose actions are governed by subjective 

norms would be looking to the behavior of their peers to gauge what actions are appropriate in 

their own decision-making.  If this were really the case, then it's not clear to me how individual 

teachers would ever try anything new.  Anecdotally at least, it appears that many teachers who 

choose to implement environmental education do so without the support or example of others 

around them, and to do so would seem to contradict the adherence to norms suggested by this 

theory.  Therefore, although a little more circumspect than the theory of self-efficacy, I am still 

not convinced that the theory of planned behavior fully explains the complexity of teachers' 

choices.   

Model of Environmental Education Commitment 

Moving further in search of a theory to explain and predict teachers' use of environmental 

education, Shuman and Ham (1997) evaluated and drew upon many theories of behavior 

including field theory, the theory of reasoned action, the theory of planned behavior, and life-

span development theory to construct the Model of Environmental Education Commitment, or 

MEEC.  By recognizing the importance of life experience, this model allows for a more 

complete understanding of motivations, making room for both the cognitive domains of 

knowledge and perception as well as the equally meaningful affective elements of lived 

experience (Kals, Schumacher, & Montada, 1999; Zembylas, 2003a).  In a study of teachers 
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already implementing environment based education (EBE), a high level of environmental 

education incorporation, it was found that teachers' strongest motivations actually came from 

personal environmental knowledge and sensitivity, and that least influential for them were 

professional development trainings in the environment and EBE (Ernst, 2007).  Evidence such as 

this speaks to the weight that personal experience brings to motivation and reinforces the value 

of considering life experiences, lending credibility to the MEEC model.  Still, by trying to 

compartmentalize experiences into measurable categories, the nuances of experience and 

decision-making are lost.  The invention of categories itself is a construct, possibly reflecting 

more about researchers' perceptions of where value should be assigned than what is variously 

experienced by individuals.  In my opinion, the MEEC model does more than other theories to 

acknowledge the multiple dimensions of human nature but still falls short by virtue of being a 

model.   

Beyond Models 

Ultimately, any model will reveal limitations when applied to the complexities of real 

people.  It is tempting to think that if only the "right" kind of training program based on the 

"right" behavioral construct could be devised that the challenge of how to increase environmental 

education implementation would be resolved.  However, interpretations of lived experiences and 

the behaviors they motivate seem more complex than can be described by models.  Even several 

decades ago in a critique of psychological theory as applied to education, Schwab suggested, 

"…about things as complex as the human person and human society, short and simple 

generalities must either be empty, false, or incomplete" (Schwab, 1958, p. 184).  Taking only 

teachers into consideration, on the most basic level it can be intuited that each would be 
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motivated differently by a variety of beliefs and backgrounds.  Challenged by a diverse array of 

obstacles, they would each respond according to their own life histories.  Even for a particular 

segment of teachers such as those who do teach with the environment, it has been shown that 

motivations can come from very different places.  Some teachers are driven by values, some by 

social consciousness and a concern for students' futures, and others by a sense of responsibility 

as educators (Hart, 2003).   

I believe that there is a danger of reductionism in adhering too closely to any one 

behavioral framework.  As a general understanding within the narrative field, the limitations of 

behavior modeling actually stem from the foundational philosophy of modern psychology itself 

(Bruner, 1991).  Described by Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) in their overview of historic 

developments in the field, as the social sciences adapted to positivist models of reality by which 

social events could be objectified as discrete, neutrally observable and concrete, there arose a 

belief that findings in social science research could be generalized to wider audiences as if they 

could be considered facts.  The behavior theories described above follow this tradition and arise 

from an underlying assumption that there exists a fixed external reality which can be measured 

and described through experimentation.  By that assumption, an attempt to dissect human 

behavior in terms of separate and manipulable components seems logical, but from an alternate 

perspective such as a constructivist epistemology, such an effort makes claims about what might 

be a much less certain reality (Schram, 2006, p. 102).  Although there are surely commonalities 

in our interpretations of reality, we may each be constructing our own evolving understandings 

according to our unique lived experiences.  The authority of personal meaning-making through 
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individual experience is fundamental to this project and aligns this work within the broader field 

of narrative research.   

Chapter 3:  Methodology and Methods 

When I think about trying to understand human experience in the abstract, from a 

philosophical point of view, it seems almost impossible to understand anything about 

another's experience.  However, when I'm actually interviewing people, I remember that 

we share the wonderful experience of being human.  There is something fundamental that 

binds us.  When I am listening to stories, I am reminded that we are unique but not alone.  

Personal Reflection, Research Notes 

Narrative Inquiry 

The individuality of human experience, the contextual nature of meaning-making, and the 

complexity of teaching recommend an open approach to understanding teachers' actions and a 

diversification of methodologies and perspectives within environmental education research 

(Gough, 1999; Hart & Nolan, 1999).  Therefore, rather than trying to deconstruct teacher 

behavior, I have chosen to embrace complexity by seeking holistic understandings of teachers' 

experiences through narrative inquiry.  Narrative studies are grounded in a constructivist 

epistemology which focuses on the "ontology of experience" in which reality is "relational, 

temporal, and continuous" (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 44).  As a self-aware and reflective 

species, humans continually make sense of our experiences through the narratives we create to 

describe them.  Such ontological narratives help define who we are and guide our actions 

(Somers, 1994).  Our narratives are also constantly evolving, shaped by changing contexts and 
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new encounters.  Therefore, our individual perceptions of reality are regularly reshaped by new 

experiences as well as new understandings of old experiences, and are then expressed through 

narrative interpretations.  It's not that we create narratives about our realities, but rather the 

narratives we create become our realities as we use stories to construct events (Chase, 2005).  If 

we accept that our ideas and actions are informed by our experienced understanding of the world, 

and that we use narratives to construct and express the meaning we find, then narrative inquiry 

can become a natural means to interpret the experiences of others.  Intentionally undertaken and 

thoughtfully applied, narrative research can help to reveal the complexity of individual 

experience across numerous domains (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007; Spector-Mersel, 2010).   

Based on a survey of narrative inquiry in education research literature, there is a clear 

precedent for its use in understanding teacher behavior and decision-making.  For example, 

Elbaz-Luwisch (2007), and Connelly and Clandinin (1990) provide overviews of some of the 

history and complexity of narrative research in education, and specific studies such as Craig's 

(2001) exploration of school reform or Conle's (1997) use of narrative in teacher education 

demonstrate a few of the diverse ways in which narrative has been utilized in this domain.  

However, in environmental education research, although there are examples such as Knowles' 

(1998) autobiographical reflections on ecological identity and teaching, or the evaluation of a 

pre-service "Environmental Pedagogy" course by Gedžūne and Gedžūne (2011), I have found 

few studies, let alone narrative studies, focused on the relationship of nature experiences to 

identity and use of environmental education specifically by classroom teachers.  Certainly, there 

has been extensive research using various methodologies to investigate environmental values and 

motivations (Howell, 2013; Kennedy, Beckley, McFarlane, & Nadeau, 2009), the use of EE in 
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the classroom (Cheng & Monroe, 2010; Sosu et al., 2008), and the significant life experiences 

that have shaped environmental educators (Corcoran, 1999).  However, even while a growing 

field such as significant life experience research (Chawla, 2006) may help illuminate some facets 

of ecological teaching identity, there are still opportunities to seek holistic understandings of 

such complex relationships through additional interpretive methods.  In this case, by using 

narrative to explore individual classroom teachers' experiences of the environment and 

relationships to environmental education, I hope this project may contribute in new ways to 

conversations about ecological identity and classroom teaching.   

Identity 

I don't know when it happened, but it was one time moving around, and it looked like I 

was going to move again and things were changing in my life and I just thought about, 

"Where do I belong?"  Then I looked up and it was the sunrise on the mountains and I 

just realized, "OK.  I belong to the Earth."  Peter 

With an interpretive emphasis on identity, it is important for me to clarify how I have 

come to understand that notion and why it was chosen as a central element in this study.  The use 

of the term identity itself is risky in that it evokes assumptions linked to characterizations of 

identity from psychology.  As an alternative, other designations such as subjectivity and subject 

position have been suggested to reframe conceptions of the phenomenon, but there seems to be 

ongoing debate in this area (Wetherell, 2008).  For this study I have chosen a transitional posture 

in which I have primarily used identity, but introduce the other terms as well, emphasizing that 

the meaning they all represent should be understood according to the explanation that follows.   
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The exploration of identity can be a valuable means to illuminate elements of action and 

decision-making, and is an area that may deserve more attention in environmental education 

research (Payne, 2001).  To be clear, I am not promoting a conception of identity as a fixed 

essence that can be dissected and categorized.  I am adhering to a vision of identity as a 

constantly evolving narrative understanding of the self as shaped both by personal experience 

and social context throughout a lifetime (Singer, 2004).  Sfard and Prusak (2005, p. 17) describe 

identities as "discursive counterparts of one's lived experiences" and go on to detail "actual 

identity" as manifest in lived action and "designated identity" as an anticipation of future states 

that may help to guide actions.  Identity can therefore be understood as both shaping and being 

shaped by all the events and interactions of one's life throughout the entirety of a life.  It is the 

dynamic collection of stories we tell to ourselves and about ourselves as we make sense of our 

lives and our places in the world.   

I also subscribe to the notion that just as subject position is something more fluid than 

fixed, it is more complex than unified.  In paraphrasing the works of Mishler and others, 

Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop (2004) describe identity as being comprised of numerous sub-

identities which although related may be differentially expressed depending on the setting.  The 

ecological identity1 as described by Thomashow (1995) and teacher identity as referenced by 

numerous educational researchers (Beijaard et al., 2004; Hart & Hart, 2014) can both be 

considered such sub-identities, and may both be valuable routes to interpreting teachers' choices 

concerning environmental education.  Again, it is essential to emphasize that these or any other 

                                                 
1Thomashow (1995, p. xiii), "Ecological identity refers to how people perceive themselves in reference to 

nature, as living and breathing beings connected to the rhythms of the earth, the biogeochemical cycles, the grand 

and complex diversity of ecological systems." 
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labeled facets of the self must not be considered discrete and competing subjectivities, but that 

they are enmeshed and mutually influential aspects of an evolving whole.  It is also likely at any 

given time depending on internal states and external contexts that identity can be expressed in 

very different ways.   

By choosing a lens of identity through which to interpret teachers' actions, I am assuming 

that subject position plays an important role in both finding the meaning within experiences and 

applying meaning across all contexts including teaching (Hwang, 2009; Soreide, 2006).  As a 

narrative construction, identity is well suited to study by narrative inquiry, but it is important to 

reiterate that my interpretations of participants' identities are still merely interpretations.  

Roulston (2010) cautions that it is essential as a researcher to be aware of your own conceptions 

about the nature of the knowledge that can be accessed in an interview, and considering the 

concept of performativity (Langellier, 1999) which suggests that the creation of identity in 

interaction is a constitutive act, it is important to be aware that what I am understanding of 

identity in these interviews is not the revelation of some essential truth, but my own filtered 

assessment of what has been presented to me for the purpose of that interview.  It's not that what 

I have learned has no meaning, but it must be understood as interpretation.   

The California Naturalist Program 

I got to meet a lot of different people that were, all had the same soul I would call it, but 

we had totally…there wasn't any other person who was just like me.  They came from all 

backgrounds and approaches and different things they were trying to get out of it, but we 

all felt the same way.  You know, you could just look at something and you didn't have to 

ask anybody what they thought of it or how they felt.  It was just like you could feel it, sort 
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of like lateral lines on fish that swim together.  Everybody there was really into it, really 

enjoyed it, so I just felt invigorated being in it.  A lot of people that like the 

environment…I go on hikes and backpack with a lot of my friends, my wife and all, but 

still it's like these are passionate people that really were putting out a lot of effort and 

time to get this training and to be involved together.  Peter 

The common frame of reference for teachers' naturalist experiences in this study comes 

from their independent participation in the California Naturalist Program (Cal Nat).  Developed 

within the University of California's Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources, Cal Nat is a 

natural history field program in which participants gain in-depth exposure to local natural 

history, visit outdoor spaces related to content, keep regular nature journals, learn about citizen 

science, and engage in environmental stewardship through service-related capstone projects.  

The program's mission2 is "to foster a diverse community of naturalists and promote stewardship 

of California's natural resources through education and service" (University of California, 2016).   

Cal Nat participants will have engaged in a number of diverse experiences which may 

include: reading content from a text, being lectured by experts, learning through inquiry, going 

on guided hikes, learning to observe and identify plants, animals and minerals, working 

collaboratively, engaging in independent activities, journaling during class, journaling 

independently, participating in environmental volunteer projects, contributing as citizen 

scientists, and more.  Just as external experiences differ within the program, the meaning that 

participants find in different program elements may vary as well.  Therefore, my central question 

                                                 
2 From the main Web page of the California Naturalist Program. Copyright 2016 by the Regents of the 

University of California. Retrieved from http://calnat.ucanr.edu/.  Adapted with permission. 
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does not try to distinguish the comparative significance of specific elements of naturalist 

experiences, but I do wish to recognize that all participants in this program will have been 

engaged as learners in a certification program.  I feel that this is an important contextual 

distinction because I want to be clear that participants in this study were not just engaging in 

naturalist practices on their own, but that they were in a group setting organized around a 

specific environmental teaching agenda with certification requirements.   

The Cal Nat program has many attributes which make it an interesting context for this 

study, one being that it is clearly not a teacher-training program.  It is a program geared toward 

inspiring average citizens to become environmental stewards, so I was interested in exploring 

how teachers felt after such personally focused nature study and how it related to their own 

attitudes toward the environment and their teaching.  Evidence from Ernst (2007) suggests that 

personal commitment to the environment or values shaped by personal experiences may be key 

factors in teachers' implementation of environmental education, and that these may be more 

powerful motivators than explicit environmental teacher-training programs for educators who 

have chosen to teach with the environment.   

Some attributes of note within this program are an emphasis on field visits to local 

environments and regular nature journaling as essential naturalist practices.  Researchers 

recognize the value of direct nature experiences versus abstract content acquisition (Duerden & 

Witt, 2010), and the benefits of place based learning have been noted as an important emerging 

research trend by Ardoin, Clark and Kelsey (2012).  The integration of time in nature with other 

modes of experience such as emotion or reflective journaling is also potentially impactful 

(Bennion & Olsen, 2002; Brody, 2005).  According to Thomashow (2002, p. 73), the opportunity 
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for local natural history observation may help connect people to global environmental issues as 

he states, "Learning to perceive global environmental change requires a daily practice of natural 

history observation."  The type of local, reflective, natural history learning that participants are 

exposed to by Cal Nat may have the potential to inspire pro-environmental attitudes and 

behaviors, which in teachers could potentially be expressed through teaching.   

Another noteworthy attribute is the social nature of the California Naturalist Program.  

The program follows a cohort model during which participants learn and work together along a 

defined timeline through to certification.  There are fairly strict attendance requirements, so most 

participants will have been present for each class and field trip within their cohort.  This group 

element is worthy of acknowledgement due to the social and emotional nature of identity 

construction (Zembylas, 2003a, 2003b).  The social and cultural makeup of any given cohort, the 

tone set by program instructors, and the general character of the group have the potential to exert 

a strong influence on participants' personal experiences of the program (Pruneau et al., 2003).  

Learning itself is socially situated, so the social context in which participants have learned in Cal 

Nat may also have been influential on the ways in which participants have made sense of 

themselves and their experiences (Bransford & National Research Council, 2000).   

Since the California Naturalist Program is not specifically a teacher-training program, it 

provides an opportunity to explore the relationship of personal time spent learning outdoors and 

participating in an array of nature-related learning activities to identity and teaching.  It is also a 

chance to explore how experiences in nature may relate to environmental values, teaching 

beliefs, and uses of environmental education.  It is important to note that this study is not an 

evaluation of Cal Nat impacts or outcomes and it was made clear to participants that I have no 
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official ties to the Cal Nat program and have no vested interest in findings from this study.  

Primarily, the program is helping to provide a commonality of experience so that individuals 

participating in the study will have shared a baseline level of nature study and outdoor exposure 

due to basic program requirements.  Information from this study may be used to explore the 

development of a teacher specific version of the program in the broadest sense but with the 

recognition that the stories and experiences described in this study are not intended to be 

generalized to others.  The experiences of teachers in this study are understood to be personal 

and contextual and although there are many things to be learned from them individually, I would 

not expect to interpret their stories as roadmaps for developing an outdoor program to suit all 

teachers.  I would also like to restate that the purpose of this study is not to prove or disprove any 

theories about relationships between nature study and classroom use of the environment.  Rather, 

as Craig and Huber (2007) remind, I am seeking an understanding of participants' experiences, 

and as a researcher it is my primary responsibility to honor (without judgment) the essence of 

those experiences.   

Personally I have not participated in the Cal Nat program, but to better understand the 

setting and tone of the program and for more insight into my participant's experiences, I visited 

the introductory night and one classroom session each for two different program providers.  

Although I was unable to attend any field sessions, I have participated in similar field programs 

with the University of California and have a sense of what the field days would have been like.  I 

felt that this type of first-hand experience was important for two reasons.  Firstly it helped 

establish some common ground with participants and reduced any need they might feel to 

explain program logistics so that we could concentrate more on their personal reactions during 
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interviews.  Secondly, it gave me a frame of reference as I listened to their stories and an 

opportunity to reflect on my own impressions of the program and how those could influence my 

interpretations.   

Participants 

For this study I was most interested in interviewing in-service K-12 classroom teachers 

who had completed the Cal Nat Program.  I was able to meet with seven teachers who had 

participated at various times since the program began roughly three years before the study.  

California Naturalist leadership provided me with a list of 22 program participants who had self-

identified as educators on a general survey.  Without knowing any other details, I contacted all 

22 candidates by email introducing the project and inviting participation.  I then traveled to 

conduct in-person interviews with the seven active educators who volunteered to take part.  

There was an eighth volunteer who I chose not to interview because she had long since retired 

from teaching.  Participants were located in different regions of California and had each 

completed the program with a different provider.  I felt that the diversity of locales and providers 

was a benefit to this study in that it offered a broad sampling of perspectives with respect to 

external experience.  It was also interesting to hear how their stories were shaped by their 

physical locations, and equally beneficial to meet at their different locales to get a sense of the 

natural settings they had studied in.  Being there helped me become more immersed in their 

stories.  Before the interviews I was able to learn what grades participants were teaching, but as 

previously mentioned I had no other information about them or their use of the environment in 

teaching.  Participants have been given pseudonyms, and place names or identifying 

characteristics of program providers have been changed in their stories to preserve anonymity. 
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Three participants are men and four are women, and they range in teaching experience 

from 10 to 30 or more years.  They also represent a breadth of teaching situations including time 

spent in public, private, and continuation school environments in both urban and rural settings.  

One participant, Robyn, has recently retired from formal education but continues to teach 

informally as a docent. Three participants, Laura, Nancy, and Tom began teaching after previous 

careers, but the other four, Robyn, Eric, Peter and Gwen have been teachers for the majority of 

their professional lives.   

I did not ask participants to provide demographic information and am uncomfortable 

ascribing descriptions without their input, but will share that to me they all appeared primarily 

white, educated, and ranging in age from mid-thirties to nearing retirement. I feel it is important 

to note that my own characteristics are very much the same.  For whatever reasons such as 

cultural similarities, perceived shared values, or similar environmental and educational attitudes, 

they were people who felt familiar to me and with whom I developed an easy rapport.  This is 

not to imply that if we had had less in common that we would not have been as comfortable.  

Speculation about alternative circumstances aside, in this case and with these participants, it did 

not seem to take long to build trust within the interviews and most conversations flowed 

comfortably.  I must still acknowledge, however, that there is a power dynamic inherent to the 

interview context.  Although participants felt like peers to me, my positioning as a "researcher" 

may still have created a sense of imbalance for participants that could have influenced their 

comfort and the nature of their responses.   

Due to our apparent similarities it was also tempting for me to read into their experiences 

based on my own, creating a hazardous blindness of familiarity for both my listening and my 
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interpretation.  Therefore, I made a conscious reflexive effort to remain critical of my role in the 

generation of the interview and to actively look for things that I might have missed due to my 

own assumptions during interpretation.  For example, three of the six active teachers mentioned 

potential retirement within the next few years.  It was eye-opening for me to realize, however, 

that for these teachers retirement did not seem to imply slowing down.  I sensed that they would 

be just as busy, volunteering as educators even, but focusing themselves more fully in areas of 

their own choosing such as citizen science or outdoor interpretation.  Alerted to my own 

preconceptions about retirement I became aware of just how many personal assumptions could 

color every aspect of my interpretation.  Some additional examples include: expectations about 

male versus female participants, perceptions of classroom teaching based on my professional 

work, suspicions about meaning in outdoor programs according to my own meaningful 

experiences, suppositions about participants' values, and guesses about participants' assumptions 

about being interviewed.  This awareness increased my reflexive attention during interpretation 

and helped me be more open in listening for what participants were trying to convey.   

There are two other research blind spots I would like to address as important for framing 

this study.  The first is the unexamined cultural context of this work.  As stated, I do not like 

making assumptions about participants' cultural positioning, but it is important to acknowledge 

this study's apparent homogeneity.  There is certainly a need for contrasting voices and ways of 

knowing within environmental education research (Agyeman, 2003), but this project is only able 

to contribute in a way that reflects a small subset of participants from a small fee-based program 

which itself is not necessarily reflective of California's diverse population.  Anecdotal evidence 

from personal conversations suggests that a lack of diversity within the Cal Nat program is a 
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current area of focus for program developers.  The reason I chose not to explicitly address the 

cultural contexts that have shaped participants' experiences and this study overall is that I did not 

feel I would have enough time getting to know participants to adequately explore this important 

topic.  Again, the purpose of this study is not to make generalizations.  Each voice in this study is 

valuable in its own right.   

The second blind spot is the larger public narrative within which the study has taken 

place.  Some of the metanarratives (Somers, 1994) in which I, at least, am embedded such as 

being part of a Western consumer society, are too grand to address in this work, but it is at least 

possible to identify a few of the obvious contextual biases that have no doubt shaped my 

interpretation.  For example, I am coming from a position common in environmental education 

which presumes the necessity of changing human behavior for environmental preservation, 

assumes that individual behavior change is the first step in wider environmental protection, and 

feels that there is an unquestionable need for all people to be educated about our place in the 

natural world.  These and other societal narratives will unavoidably color participants' stories as 

well as my own interpretation (Atkinson & Delamont, 2006).  I have tried to remain as aware as 

possible, but there is no way to be totally free of them.   

Interviews 

Stories were gathered from participants during in-person interviews at locations of their 

choosing which included classrooms, private homes, and a coffee shop.  The semi-structured 

interviews were not given a specific time limit, but each lasted approximately one hour before 

reaching a natural conclusion.  I did not take notes during interviews so that I could devote all of 

my attention to participants and do my best to be fully present as an empathic listener (Josselson, 
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2013), but I wrote extensive notes immediately following each interview.  All interviews were 

audio recorded with permission.  The objective of the interviews was to create a relaxed 

atmosphere in which participants would be comfortable sharing their stories, and to allow them 

the flexibility to express the meaning they found in their experiences in their own ways.  This 

method allowed teachers to construct stories of their experiences in which they had the latitude 

to emphasize elements which they deemed most significant (Josselson, 2013).  As a researcher it 

was my goal to keep my own talk to a minimum so that participants could have the freedom to 

guide the discussion in directions they felt were important.  However, as Berger (2001) 

described, during relational encounters such as these, an interviewer's own openness and 

willingness to share thoughts and experiences can be helpful for establishing trust, so in every 

interview I was also open to any questions they had for me and personally engaged rather than 

trying to be impartial or detached.  Finding this type of relational balance as a researcher 

required reflexivity during interviews and reflection during interpretation to understand the role I 

had played myself in the generation of participants' stories.  In many ways the stories offered in 

the interviews were co-created.   

Although this inquiry was guided by a central question, because participants were 

allowed to tell their stories in their own ways with as much or as little interaction as needed, 

there was not a strict protocol or set question list used during interviews.  Each interview was 

unique and required various styles of engagement.  Some flowed easily with little prompting 

while others were more conversational.  Because there were aspects of the teachers' Cal Nat 

study that were of particular interest, I did create an interview guide for my own reference in 

case direct questions were needed, but found that participants usually touched on areas of interest 
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in their own storytelling with little or no prompting required.  My list of "as-needed" questions 

can be found in Appendix A.   

Treatment of Texts 

As mentioned, immediately following each interview I wrote a personal reflection about 

the experience, effectively becoming a research journal, to capture my immediate impressions of 

the participants as well as perceptions and assumptions which could influence my interpretation.  

This was the first stage of critical self-reflection that would help me understand my own role in 

the generation of interview data (Roulston, 2010).  In addition I noted what I considered to be 

novice mistakes that I wanted to revisit during interpretation.  One example might be my 

impulsive suggestion of a word that I thought the narrator was searching for rather than waiting 

for them to find their own expression.  In such instances I planned to carefully review that 

portion of the interview to determine whether I had inappropriately affected the narrator's story.  

I would like to note, however, that as much as I worried about saying the wrong thing or having 

too much influence during interviews, when I did make mistakes, they didn't seem to have much 

impact.  The stories that people wanted to tell seemed to flow right out unimpeded, and 

participants did not hesitate to reject my wording in favor of their own.   

Each interview was typed by hand without the use of transcription software so that I 

could be immersed in their stories at all stages.  Initially I translated all pauses, utterances, and 

fillers in case they were needed for future reference although I did not intend to pursue a 

discourse-style analysis of the texts.  The general conventions that I used in transcription were: 

[square brackets] to indicate the insertion of my own words for clarification, a three dot 

ellipsis…to indicate a narrator pause or incomplete thought, brackets with ellipsis […] to 
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represent an omission of non-essential text, and "quotation marks" to denote internal dialog and 

reported speech.  Roulston (2010) was extremely helpful as a resource for understanding the 

interpretive nature of every decision in text manipulation and helped me learn that transcription 

is an interpretive act itself during which the researcher actually ascribes meaning through 

punctuation and the conventions of writing.   

Since my intention was to pursue a holistic interpretation of the texts, searching for 

overall meaning rather than dissecting them for detail, I then edited the transcripts for readability 

before returning them to participants for review.  During this second close reading I paid careful 

attention to what I understood as the meaning that narrators were trying to convey and eliminated 

what I considered to be non-essential verbal artifacts while still trying to retain the essence of 

their messages and general rhythm of their speech.  When I provided participants with the 

transcripts for this initial review, I asked them to alert me to any changes they wished to make to 

the ideas they were conveying, and I encouraged them to let me know if they felt their voices had 

been diluted or misinterpreted in any way due to editing.  Many participants were surprised by 

the unexpected nature of oral conversation translated into written text, and one was very 

uncomfortable with the first transcript for those reasons, but after learning that the texts would 

undergo further treatments before appearing in the final paper, allowed me to proceed.  No 

changes were requested.  Participants were given a second opportunity to review their texts after 

they had been restoried into interpretive narratives.  After the second review, one participant 

suggested the insertion of an omitted story element for clarity, but otherwise they all seemed 

comfortable with how I had presented their stories.   
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Interpretive Strategy 

The strategy for my interpretation most closely resembles what would be categorized as a 

holistic-content approach by Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber (1998) or what Polkinghorne 

would describe as narrative analysis as opposed to analysis of narrative (Roulston, 2010).  My 

approach is holistic in that interpretations of meaning have been understood within the context of 

the entire narrative text, and in this case with special attention to identity.  Whereas other 

approaches might look for the recurrence of specific themes in the text by fragmenting and 

coding interviews, in this approach I have chosen to search for the emplotted3 meaning ascribed 

by narrators in the telling of their own experiences by considering the overall sense of the 

interview (Polkinghorne, 1991).  So rather than looking for major themes that I could use to 

make generalizations as might be done in the analysis of a narrative, I have chosen to interpret 

each participant's narrative on its own terms and seek the value in understanding the intricacies 

of each experience for its uniqueness.  I felt it was important to adopt a holistic approach because 

it seemed to me that the isolated analysis of thoughts within the interview or a focus on the 

recurrence of key words outside of the whole-interview context could be misleading.  Indeed, 

even an analysis restricted to only the narrative portions of an interview without consideration 

for the contextual meaning of other incidental prose could be a missed opportunity to understand 

the overall message being communicated.  Any small piece of information analyzed without 

consideration for how and why it has been generated and what it means in relation to the whole 

could be easily misunderstood.  This is not only true in understanding the general meaning that 

narrators are trying to convey in interviews, but also in the recognition that interviews 

                                                 
3This term describes meaning-making through the linking of separate life events.  "Emplotment is the 

means by which narrators weave together the complex of events into a single story." (Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 141) 
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themselves are specifically constructed contexts which influence the purpose of narrators' stories 

and the ways they are told in the first place (De Fina, 2009; Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 

2012).   

Once I had determined to follow a holistic approach there were still many decisions to 

make regarding the best process to use within that framework to maintain both the integrity of 

the research and respect for the participants (Hunter, 2010).  My goal was to create a structured 

interpretive strategy due to a cautionary experience I had while studying narrative methods in 

Lieblich et al. (1998).  In this work the researchers had applied four analytic techniques to the 

same interview as a demonstration of various approaches to narrative research.  After reading 

their interview data myself, I noticed that my own holistic interpretation was quite different from 

what Lieblich et al. had chosen to highlight, and this concerned me.  It was clear how much my 

own life experiences had influenced my reading of the interview leading my interpretation in a 

different direction from the authors.  As an individual, this was a natural way for me to find 

meaning in the text, but I realized that as a researcher I wanted to take a more circumspect 

approach.  Therefore I followed a systematic method guided by narrative theory to structure my 

interpretation in a way that included regular reflexive elements.  My goal was to be consciously 

aware of my role as an interpreter throughout the process and be able to articulate my own 

subjectivity in finding interpretive meaning.   

Because narrative information collected during interviews is not necessarily thematically 

or temporally presented, I also wanted to adopt a restorying approach as a way to organize my 

understanding of the narrators' experiences and as an aid in communicating their stories for 

enhanced understanding by others (Mulholland & Wallace, 2003).  Cognizant of the many layers 
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of interpretation their narratives would already undergo, however, I was uncomfortable with the 

notion of re-presenting their stories in my own words.  My goal was to preserve as much of the 

participants' voices and authority as possible even though what would be presented in this 

research would be very much my own understanding of what they were saying.  I found a 

compelling model for restorying using original narrative excerpts in the work of Coralie 

McCormack as she described her own research journey developing interpretive narratives 

(McCormack, 2000a, 2000b, 2004).  From her research I adopted the strategies of active 

listening, the intentional use of interpretive lenses (see also Doucet & Mauthner, 2008), the use 

of story titles to organize sub-narratives, and the preservation of narrator voice.  I then drew from 

several other narrative research strategies to develop a guide to assist my reading of the small 

episodes within each interview.  As I examined each small story I remained attuned to its 

relationship to other episodes and role within the overall interview and then reassembled what I 

perceived to be the most meaningful and representative excerpts into an interpretive narrative for 

each participant, trying as best I could to avoid implications of causality or the temptations of 

fitting them to cultural narrative norms (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).   

During this process I was attentive to elements such as critical episodes or complicating 

actions which helped reveal meaning making (Bishop, 2012; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 

Rogan & de Kock, 2005), and because I was particularly interested in identity I also looked for 

suggestions of the implied nature of the self, actual versus designated identity, and sense of 

agency (Chase, 2005; Mills, 2001; Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  To avoid becoming reductionist I 

remained conscious of the larger story being told and continually asked myself where each small 

story fit within the overall interview.  Finally they were arranged to represent what I understood 
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as the narrative arcs of participants' experiences in the final representations (Bishop, 2012).  Each 

small episode was distinguished by selecting an identifying quote to denote it and eventually I 

chose one of those to become the title for the final narrative.  The template I created to help 

organize my interpretation can be found in Appendix B.   

While reading, I remained conscious of my own involvement as a co-creator and 

interpreter of the interviews by asking questions such as, "Why am I being told this?" and "How 

have I influenced the telling?" to ultimately inform my own reflexive narrative of the process 

(De Fina, 2009; Mulholland & Wallace, 2003).  It was my close engagement with the text 

through this process, my own enriched understanding through restorying itself, and the time I 

spent listening to participants in person that have supported my interpretation of their 

experiences with respect to the research question.   

Chapter 4:  Findings 

The purpose of this research was to explore the meaning teachers found in learning 

naturalist practices and to consider relationships between experience, identity, and teaching.  

Although each participant's experience was unique and contextual I still learned important 

lessons from their collective stories.  When I originally conceived this project, I had imagined 

that focused nature study might be central to their experiences and that I might see evidence of 

the meaning they found somehow reflected in their identities and teaching practices.  What I 

have come to understand, however, is the converse.  Identity was central to their experiences and 

everything else has been a reflection of that.  Teaching choices, Cal Nat participation, and the 

meaning they found in nature study were generally all expressions of identity.  I do not mean to 
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imply that their subject positions were unaltered during naturalist participation, because identity 

is constantly being re-negotiated.  It is actually my feeling that nature study and teaching are 

simultaneously identity forming and identity expressing.  I am suggesting, however, that the 

overall meanings these participants have found in their naturalist experiences are more about 

who they are and want to become than anything intrinsic to the experiences themselves.   

In addition to searching for the overall meaning participants' found, knowing the types of 

activities participants were likely to engage in during their naturalist programs, I also entered this 

study with an interest in specific aspects of their experiences.  For example, I was wondering if 

they might find meaning in such attributes as community or place based learning.  During 

interviews I was attentive for the emergence of these thematic threads, but was not trying to fit 

conversations or interpretations into these categories.  It is natural that some commonalities 

might emerge across experiences, and I do not feel that acknowledging and exploring them has 

jeopardized my pursuit of holistic interpretations.  If anything, examining participants' differing 

perspectives relative to some of these common themes has actually increased the complexity and 

richness of the findings, rather than reducing it, as appropriate for a narrative study.  If 

something I was curious about didn't naturally surface, then I invited participants to respond to it 

by asking a question related to the topic, fully aware that it was not a topic intrinsically 

meaningful to them.  During interpretation I was cognizant of the difference between naturally 

occurring and introduced topics and was careful not to conflate the two.  Topics that usually 

emerged on their own were aspects of community, place based learning, citizen science, being a 

learner, and firsthand nature experiences.  The one topic I regularly introduced which had little 

or no resonance across the entire group was journaling, although when participants did speak on 
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such topics, they still revealed important elements of their own identities such as in the following 

when Peter shows himself to be an eager explorer of nature by his disinterest in journaling. 

We did sketching as part of the [California Naturalist] journaling, how to record in your 

journaling doing an accurate depiction of what you were seeing, not just a picture.  I 

thought it was a good skill.  It's not something I do much of.  I don’t want to sit still and 

look at something, you know?  I want to describe it and experience it and understand it 

and I'll write about it maybe, I like to write, but I don’t want to sit outside.  I don’t find a 

lot of pleasure in sitting in nature.  I do sit still if things come by, but I want to go on 

around that next curve and see what's there.  Peter 

So although Peter was not speaking on a topic that he had introduced or which had much 

meaning for him, it did provide an opportunity for added insight into his nature and how he 

relates to the outdoors.   

Thematic Threads and Interpretive Narratives 

In the following section I examine some common themes according to how I understood 

them as they emerged through stories.  Not every participant will have touched on every topic.  

Interspersed are also the interpretive narratives I have created for each person based on their 

restoried interviews.  The narratives include direct quotes from participants and have been edited 

only for flow as described in the methods section.  A more complete portrayal of their 

experiences may be found by reading the entire restoried texts located in Appendix C.   
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Community 

When I visited the Cal Nat program as an observer, there seemed to be an intentional 

community-building effort both within the cohort and across the program.  That effort may stem 

from the program goal to "foster a diverse community of naturalists" across the state and has 

resulted in the creation of a purposeful learning community.  Because learning is socially 

situated, the communal aspect of the program could have the potential for deep learning and 

personal growth depending on personal alignment within it.   

Although each participant's naturalist experience was unique, one commonality was that 

they each found something meaningful in being part of their class community.  There were 

variations in the degree and type of value they found, but it seems clear that the group element 

was a notable for many reasons.  Building relationships, finding resources and partnerships, and 

positioning and evaluating themselves among others all added a layer of reflection and identity 

negotiation to naturalist learning which they would not have encountered studying nature on 

their own.   

Several participants appear to have affirmed their own ecological identities by finding 

like-minded others with whom they shared common values and outlooks.  As Nancy notes, "It 

was really nice to hang out with people who are as fanatical about nature as I am" and Tom 

commented, "They were from all different walks of life.  The commonality is our appreciation of 

nature and the joy of being on the reserve."  Participants frequently pointed out external 

differences among members of the cohort, but several also expressed the recognition of what 

Peter described as the "same soul" in their classmates.  Eric actually articulated his appreciation 

of the differences between classmates for the variety of questions and perspectives they brought.   
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For Robyn, who came to the naturalist training with what I understood as a less 

prominent sense of identification with nature, I felt that the identity construction she experienced 

within her naturalist and docent groups has been a significant personal shift.  Although the facts 

she is learning about the natural world have clearly increased her interest and desire to engage 

with nature in new ways, her colleagues have been equally influential in the recent development 

of her ecological identity.    

If someone had asked me five years ago, "Are you a tree hugger?" or "Do you feel that 

protecting the natural resources are…Does that ring your bell?" I probably would have 

said, "I suppose so," but the more I've learned about things, it's sort of like the 

commitment to the mission, to the taking care of the environment, that's really just grown 

as I've learned more and hung around those kind of people. Robyn 

Making connections was also reported to be a benefit of the learning community and was 

most notably appreciated by Eric, Peter, and Laura who were especially attuned to finding 

programs, ideas, and opportunities that could be helpful for students.   

 ...you'd have really interesting conversations with them on "What are you doing?" 

because I was always looking at the educational angle, right? So, "What do you have for 

teachers and students with your organization that would be useful to us?" That part was 

awesome.  Laura 

Gwen also appreciated what other naturalists could offer her students, but then moved a 

step further to recognize the strength she gained herself to do more with their support.  She 

seemed to find something that I describe as agency through community.  Not only has she 
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received participatory and material support from other naturalists, but she has also received 

identity building encouragement from those who recognize her leadership potential.   

I'm really trying to be very sure that I protect [the foxes], but I need to be more proactive.  

Since nothing has happened I'm going to step back in.  It's time. […] My friend Jim said, 

"You need to jump in and be at the forefront of those people."  I do need to jump in and 

actually be the one.  I clearly have to be the one who's going to protect that area.  That's 

probably my next goal and it's probably the most important thing I can do here, is at least 

get that set aside.  […] Having that broader based community and having people to rely 

on, and just becoming part of a community that's got a bigger purpose.  I think that's 

been the most important thing.  […]  I think it's not just a sense of community, but having 

the resources of community to achieve more.  Gwen 

Learning, narrative meaning-making, and identity construction are all thought to be 

socially influenced (Sfard & Prusak, 2005), so it's not surprising that the experience of 

community entered in some way into each participant's experience.  The following are stories of 

the two participants who seemed to find the most meaning in community.   

Gwen 

"It's about just making sure that our natural environment is truly appreciated for what 

it is." 

Gwen feels a deep essential link to the natural world.  Thinking beyond her career as a 

classroom teacher, she would like to become more involved in sharing her love of nature with 

others.  The California Naturalist Program offered an opportunity to move more in that direction 

and give her something to enjoy that was totally unrelated to teaching.  However, due to a series 
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of coincidences and revelations, her time in the program has unexpectedly led to a powerful 

reinvigoration of her approach to teaching EE in addition to opportunities for natural history 

interpretation with the general public.   

Maintaining her environmental connection and having a deep natural knowledge of 

where she lives is fundamental to maintaining Gwen's sense of self.  To me, it appears that there 

is little distinction between her ecological identity and other aspects of self; it is a prominent and 

essential feature.  She attributes her sense of connection to the outdoor freedom she enjoyed in 

childhood.   

For me [the environment] is everything.  It's my whole base, it's my strength.  The few 

times I've lived in an environment where it's all cement I felt completely disconnected 

from my whole being.  To me, it's like the whole basis of who I am is being out there.  

Sometimes that feels weird, like when I go out with some of my friends who know every 

single plant name.  I think, "I don't know a lot of plant names and I don't tend to 

remember them, but I do know the system more."  It's everything, it's my spiritual base, 

and that's in so many different aspects, and it always has been.  I think growing up, and I 

did grow up in the woods, so I just depend on it for everything.  I can't be away from it 

too long.  I can't imagine living somewhere where I couldn't go out, even though this is 

pretty urban here, but you know there's a deer carcass not very far over in those woods 

right over there, and I know it's there, you know?  Things have been eating on it and 

that's just good to know.  I need to know it personally.   

 Growing up, you know, when we were kids we had horses and you'd get up in the 

morning and get the horses and go ride all day. […]  I think I just always grew up really 
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immersed in the woods. […] I think my whole spiritual being was always in the 

wilderness.  As soon as I could drive I was going up to the mountains and backpacking 

with friends.   

Because ecological aspects of her identity are so fundamental to her way in the world, the 

environment has been a natural part of her work and her goals.  The first teaching position she 

pursued was in a remote town in the mountains where students spent a lot of class time along the 

river.  Most of her career has included environmental education in some form although she has 

encountered barriers such as time constraints, curriculum requirements, and sometimes location 

challenges.   

We were down on the river a lot.  We were doing all sorts of environmental stuff just by 

living there.  They knew more about the fish and stuff up there than I did at that time.  I 

just really wanted to be a part of influencing kids' thinking and being kinder to the world 

in general, to people too.  I just really wanted to be part of kids being kinder to the world.   

 I didn't always do much environment.  There's just so much.  I've been 

overwhelmed, especially as a young teacher, very overwhelmed at just how much you 

have to do in a day, to get though, but it's always been pretty related to me, the two 

things.   

Even though she joined the Cal Nat Program to do something totally different from 

school, to do something for her own pleasure as a break from all of the pressures of changing 

standards, her time in the program and surrounding events actually transformed how she 

approaches environmental education with her students and she is now engaging them in powerful 
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new ways that are having a big impact.  She is not necessarily using specific information from 

the program in her classroom, but rather she has made more of a philosophical shift in her 

environmental pedagogy, now placing more emphasis on closeness to nature through regular 

exposures and sensitizing students to what can be found in their nearby surroundings.   

It's not like you learn certain things in California Naturalist that just completely move 

into the classroom, but it's that mentality of just being close to the natural world.  It gave 

me a really good avenue to do that with the kids.  Where before it was like you get 

different pooled lessons or different programs, but California Naturalist just kind of tied 

it all together.  So I do use it.  I'm constantly doing things.   

 For me, if I can get the kids tied into that little tiny piece of woods up there and 

get them some sort of respect for the animals that live there, then I'm doing my job.  I 

have kids who are hunters and they are of course form all sorts of different areas, that's 

why I just want them sensitized to what they're actually out there seeing and living with.  

So, yeah, it has tied in now to teaching, definitely.   

I suspect that it was not the program alone that led to her transformation in environmental 

teaching, but her long history of teaching with the environment, her desire to move more into 

natural history interpretation for the public, and the traumatic loss of a mother fox on campus all 

together that precipitated her revelation.  It's as though many ideas and experiences had been 

mulling through the years and suddenly reached a tipping point of new clarity due to a 

convergence of events.  She is on a new path of leadership not only to protect the animals and 

nature trail at her school, but also to promote ecological sensitivity in the wider community 
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through natural history interpretation at a local state park.  She is thoughtfully and strategically 

building the skills and relationships needed to achieve this new designated identity. 

 I wanted to move over into environmental, not necessarily environmental 

education probably more interpretation, and I wanted to move into that [state park] area, 

so this for me was a great area to do it.   

 Primarily what I would like to have is some sort of natural history represented in 

the park.  We don't have anybody at the park doing native tours.  No interpretation out in 

the back country at all.  Because I'm really becoming very entrenched in the volunteer 

group, it's going to be easier, I think, to pull stuff out on the trails.  In fact, I'm thinking of 

becoming a Sierra Club leader because then I could be leading trips through Sierra Club 

in the park and do an overlap.   

The thing that she notes as having been most meaningful to her in her naturalist 

experience is the community of support she is now finding in other Cal Nat participants, not 

necessarily from her cohort, but through the program in general.  I feel that she has found a type 

of agency through community in which more can be accomplished with the support and 

resources of others.   

For example, this nature trail, I feel like I'm kind of on my own against the big 

corporation.  With California Naturalist it's given me that sense of community where just 

in developing plans with my kids I've had help, also giving me a place to use my passion, 

to focus it, with both citizen science, which I haven’t done a whole lot with because I've 
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been so busy, and then developing things at the park too.  I think having the resources 

and somebody behind you to help you get through it, to achieve more.   

Ultimately, Gwen's goal is to help others respect the natural world through learning about 

local natural history and experiencing the local environment.  In a more immediate sense, her 

personal objectives are to protect the forest and the animals living there by helping others to 

become sensitive to their presence.   

Right before I did my presentation on the capstone project I thought, "Here I'm doing this 

thing.  I'm looking up all these lesson plans from National Zoo.  I'm doing all this stuff 

and it's all totally focused on the kids, you know, and getting them out there and 

identifying tracks and being sensitized to the animals," and right at the last minute I 

thought, "You know what?  This isn't about the kids, it's about the foxes."  I mean maybe 

that's just me, but it's about protecting them and making sure that kids get sensitized.   

 I realized it's about saving them out there.   [The] fox mother that was trapped 

and taken away really affected me after doing this.  So my whole thing with getting in the 

park is:  it's about the animals.  It's great seeing the kids too.  It's about the kids, it's 

about them, but it's about just making sure that our natural environment is truly 

appreciated for what it is.  That's what I want out in the park, is to make it on a bigger 

level.   

I sense in her ecological identity something I would call eco-protector that has evolved 

from her long-time identification with the natural world.  She is a strategic leader, undeterred by 

obstacles, and a passionate doer who has found agency through the naturalist community to 
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support her goals.  Already a dedicated eco-teacher, Gwen's naturalist experiences have 

contributed to a transformation in her approach to environmental education both within and 

beyond the classroom.  The version of her future self that helps motivate her actions is the desire 

to be a part of something bigger, to do her part by contributing to global ecological preservation, 

and her decisions to participate in programs such as Cal Nat seem to be a reflection of that 

desire.   

Peter 

"I want to share the passion, share the thrill of getting people exposed to the 

outdoors." 

An insightful educator who understands and connects with others, Peter was originally 

drawn to biology and veterinary medicine by a lifelong love of the natural world, but he strongly 

resonated with teaching once in the classroom.   

I wanted to be a veterinarian and I was on the waiting list at Cornell back in New York.   

So a friend of mine who actually had been my seventh grade teacher went on to become a 

science education professor and said, "Take my class and just see what you think."  It 

seemed to make sense, and he said that…I told him once that I wasn't learning anything 

and he said, "Well, that's because you're a natural.  You should be a teacher.  I've just 

known you all your life.  You figure out people, you figure out how to explain things, you 

should do it."  So I student taught the next semester and it was like a spiritual awakening.  

A light got brighter in the room and I looked out and I felt like I could read the kids' 

minds, and like, "Oh, my gosh, this is…what's going on here?"  It was just like somebody 

was talking to me at that moment.   
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Now that he is ready to retire from formal education he's looking for ways to share his 

passion for nature as an interpreter or trail guide.  His naturalist training experience has given 

him deeper content knowledge, an introduction to local environmental groups, and new ideas for 

future pursuits.   

I would really like to be more, take my background training and be a naturalist educator.  

You know, not fireside chats, but take people on hikes and teach…In fact there was one 

other…I looked into a bigger scale, more formal, long interpreter program that one of 

the guest speakers had actually talked about.  The timing didn't work out but it's 

something I'd consider.  I started out in biology and actually taught a couple of classes 

that were almost all field based, so I really loved that. That used to be where my 

preference would be, so I kind of was trying to incorporate that in and could stir up those 

ideas again. 

By both first and reported second person accounts, Peter is good at understanding 

people's needs in support of their learning and is guided by a teaching philosophy of whole 

person development rather content acquisition exclusively.   

Well, most people that I know, and I've worked with student teachers a lot, most people 

you talk to think they're teaching biology or English or Spanish or whatever, but you're 

not.  You're using that as a framework to teach kids, you know, people about themselves 

and how they learn.  So you really are going to be successful as a teacher understanding 

the person you're working with and how they perceive things and then present it, or 
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expose them to the ideas, and that's just a way that you measure to see if you're 

successful.   

 I grew up outside, always interested in what was under the rock and behind the 

tree, and how nature worked and the weather and understanding seasons etc.  Then I 

thought that's what I wanted to teach, but in the end, like I said a minute ago, you're 

teaching people.  You teach biology students who are younger usually the way it's taught 

in the US, and so chemistry students were just a little bit older, a little bit wiser, can 

understand my humor, were more motivated to pay attention and think of themselves as 

college material or otherwise they wouldn't have signed up for this hard course.  I asked 

to teach chemistry and that's where I hit it.  That's when it was the sweet spot. 

He has already found success in developing partnerships to support environmental 

projects with students and notes that he has enjoyed meeting others through the program with 

whom he might be able to collaborate in the future.  His insight into working with others has 

probably also led to his success with collaborations.  He indicates that he is always looking for 

collaborative opportunities and is not afraid to try new things.   

My real love has been [in] 2005 I met some people that had land in Costa Rica that they 

wanted to bring students to, and it was this perfect synergy.  I went down to check it out 

and just said, "Oh my god, I've got to figure out how to do this."  So from 2006 on I've 

been taking anywhere from six to eighteen kids per group down there, and I spend about 

two weeks doing all kinds of different things down in the really remote area of the Osa 

Peninsula.  It's still primary forests there, big national parks, jaguars, and we work with 
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a person doing studies on the big cats with camera traps.  We learn how to use them, and 

we would assist them by bringing the camera traps down at a better price than they could 

get them shipped to Costa Rica.  Then they would put on workshops for students and we 

would see the information on what data the camera traps are giving.   

 Well, people I have met assisted me.  I've met people down there and just tied into 

them, but I just figured it out.  I mean, I was just so enthralled when I saw it.  So that was 

the starting point and I just kept talking to people.  I would go down without the students 

usually over Thanksgiving or Easter and set some things up and put it into the trip.  If it 

worked out we'd keep it, if it didn't we'd try something new.  I think it's nine groups I've 

taken down, and finally the last couple of times were just right.   

Still, Peter does not seem dependent on others to pursue projects that interest him and 

does not appear to be discouraged when things don't work as planned, showing resilience, 

confidence, and independence.   

I've been following the development of this trail that's going to go from the ocean to a 

mountain 28 miles inland.  It's the whole valley trail system that they're putting together 

so we've been hiking different sections of that and trying to…maybe looked into being a 

docent or a trail guide or ranger.  We were looking into taking disadvantaged students 

and convincing them to come out onto the different parts of this trail.  There was some 

money involved and they were bringing me in as a consultant to do how that would 

happen.  I was just brought in on the periphery so I don't know what exactly happened, 

but it didn't go through.   
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From what I learned, I would call him a leader in environmental teaching and perhaps 

even an environmental champion for the work he has done both ecologically and educationally.  

However, I'm not sure that he would be comfortable with that type of recognition.  My sense is 

that he is very humble and matter of fact about his accomplishments.   

My students have always…we either go to elementary schools or into junior high or other 

classes on campus and teach them about the rainforests and sustainable living or 

whatever with the kids.  Then when we started composting we would do composting 

workshops and help set up composting programs and worm bins at the elementary 

schools connected with a woman who then [with] her partner took off and built this big 

Healthy Day Partners non-profit.  So it's another synergy where we both kind of fed of 

each other and went on to some things.  My students went over and helped train the 6th 

graders who would be the composters and then they were going to train the 5th graders.  

So that program now has continued at that school.   

 One thing that I've gotten even better at accomplishing is what we originally 

started out to do, to kind of affect the conservation of the environment in Costa Rica.  We 

really had an impact.  I noticed that the last two years.   

With respect to sense of self, his ecological and teaching identities seem equally central 

to who he is and what he does.  Once he learned about the Cal Nat program, Peter was eager to 

participate, waiting patiently for it to be offered close enough to attend, but still having to drive 

quite a distance for classes when he did.  The value he found in his experience centered on the 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  62 

like-minded people he met and uncovering the mosaic of regional organizations that gave him 

ideas for future collaborations.   

 The things I've described I kind of just made happen because I knew I could.  I do 

connect with some people, but I just like, "I'm going to do this," and then go forward.  So 

I realized that I was going to be more effective by networking with all these people and 

understanding what the different groups are.  We got exposed to people that were doing 

things in all different ways.  Jobs, volunteers, colleges that get involved too, so I just 

realized, "OK, there's a lot of stuff going on already that I can just tap into and 

contribute to or draw from."   

He made many statements of first person designated identity about becoming an 

interpreter for adults, and I believe he is in the process of broadening the definition of his own 

subject position as he shapes this next phase of his life.   

Well, it was interesting because I thought I would feel more like I've accomplished 

something, […] that "now I'm a California Naturalist."  But it wasn’t because the 

program didn't supply the information, it was just that I realized that it's just the 

beginning.  Rather than "now I'm ready to do this thing or that thing" it was like "maybe 

it's going to be more than I want it to be."  I wanted to kind of semi-retire and slow down 

and have a little bit more flexibility.  I can see myself just getting totally immersed in it 

and really being as busy as ever.   

 I really realized that I want to share the passion, share the thrill of getting people 

exposed to the outdoors.  I feel like that's what I've been successful at and want to keep 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  63 

at.  Those are the prime people I'd like to turn on to nature but I'd also be happy to take 

people who don't know what's here and get them out into wherever I'm living.  Get them 

into the habit of being outside and bring their friends the next time they go.  That's the 

kind of grass roots movement I want to have is to get more and more people to appreciate 

nature for what it is.   

As he nears the end of his formal teaching career, Peter's interest in the naturalist 

program appears to have been an expression of his future interest as he imagines a new type of 

educator identity and ecological engagement with the public.  The meaning he has found in 

participation is in finding common values among other participants and ideas for future 

partnerships.   

Place Based Learning 

A few teachers in this study had to travel some hours from home to participate in the Cal 

Nat program, but not necessarily to unknown areas.  Therefore, it can generally be said that they 

were all studying in geographically familiar territory and engaging in place based learning 

(Gruenewald, 2003; Kudryavtsev, Stedman, & Krasny, 2011).  The way the program is 

structured, rather than being a survey of the whole state, each provider focuses on the immediate 

surroundings.  For a small number of participants, the chance to deepen their connection to their 

local environment was an essential part of their experience.   

Tom, who already felt a strong connection to nature expressed that the chance to focus 

locally was a powerful experience and it featured prominently in his narrative, evident in 

comments such as, "I think [I most valued] finding out about our area, finding out about this 

specific area. […] It was not generic.  It was way more than a textbook."  To learn about your 
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own place is to bring your immediate surroundings more into your everyday consciousness, as 

when Tom describes water shortages and his community's dependence on well water and 

remarks, "People are aware of it here because it's part of our lives."   

For Nancy, the local focus was a primary motivation to participate.  She explained, "I just 

thought it's something I really wanted to add to my life, to really know this land better."  To me 

this indicates an aspect of designated ecological identity, a desire for a new way that she would 

like to be in the world, more connected to where she is.   

In Gwen's case, the places she studied held many layers of meaning and were places she 

strongly identified with.  She actually had to travel to her field program, but the location was 

personally significant during her youth and she referred to it as her "spiritual home."  I could feel 

her excitement as she described the area to me.  Her second connection to place is the area in 

which she lives and teaches and where she is becoming involved in several ecological and 

interpretive projects.  These are happening in the same woods where she grew up.  She may not 

have articulated the importance of learning about her places in the ways that Tom or Nancy did, 

but it was my understanding from our conversation that her intimate knowledge of those 

particular forests deeply connects with her identity, reinforcing an essential part of her self.  So 

although local field studies may not have been impactful for everyone, for some they were very 

meaningful experiences.  Tom's story follows.   
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Tom 

"Take them out in the woods.  It's just the most important thing that you can do for 

them." 

Tom is a passionate educator who believes in the power of personal experience for 

impactful learning.  He is holistic in his philosophy as a teacher in that he wants students to 

experience both the successes and challenges of life, and to understand that both the positive and 

negative are a given part of nature as well.  We should not judge nature as good or bad, but find 

our place within the natural balance of things.   

If you set the classroom up to be a safe place to be wrong…Wrong is great to combat the 

competitive "have to be right all the time."  You were wrong, isn't that great?  Why?  

Because now you can do it right and you'll never do it wrong again.  That first time you 

did it, if you got it right you thought, "Oh, I know this!" No, you don’t know this, you 

have to experience it.  You have to experience the yin and the yang, the right and the 

wrong, the black and the white.  That's what I'm about.  That's why I got into it, just 

because we don’t have enough yin and yang.  You have to experience the whole life.   

 It's like the woods.  There's no retirement for rabbits.  It's not a good end.  It's a 

sad thing but it's just the way it is, and it's a beautiful thing.  It's hard to find the beauty 

sometimes in nature because sometimes it's just so cruel.  It's not, it just IS.   

It is important to him to create safe spaces for learners in which to explore these concepts 

and he is cognizant of the influence he can have in his interactions.  His environmental teaching 

goal is to open students to the natural world through exposure.   
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I'm the one that gets excited about it, because I also know my relationship to other people 

within the environment is that what I want to do is interact with children.  If I interact 

with children and say, "Look at this, this is cool," because you don't know what you say 

to a child, you don't know what you say to anybody how it affects them, which makes me 

very wary as far as what I say to children and how I say it. 

 You can change their lives.  That's what teaching does.  And you don’t know.  It 

doesn't matter that I don’t know.  What matters is that they were exposed to this, they 

open their eyes to this, that some place later on they're going to remember something and 

turn left instead of going right, go out of town instead of staying in town, go for a walk in 

the woods instead of playing a video game.  I hope.   

He loves sharing his own excitement about nature and hopes that as he introduces nature 

to students in his classes or adults on his docent led tours that they will find something that 

excites them too.  He has always included nature in his work as a classroom teacher, even when 

unable to take students out to natural settings.  By including the language of nature and 

incorporating examples from nature into other subjects he provides what he considers a 

"pathway" for them to follow if desired.   

 It was just because you have your lesson for the day, and how you teach it, you 

still need to get through to them.  […] That's what I bring into the classroom using the 

natural world, and not denigrating, but not encouraging the blacktop world because 

that's all around us.  What I want to do is by illustrating with nature, using that as my 

primary example, kids begin to start thinking that way and I think that works too.  By 
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using the natural world, using the words from the natural world and the patterns of the 

natural world, you get them to start talking that way.  You're not beating them about the 

face and ears with it, this is just how you do examples.  What you have done is given them 

a pathway.   

Not everyone will be attracted to nature, want to protect it or learn more about it, but he 

recognizes that without personally experiencing it you have a much lower chance of making that 

connection.  It doesn't bother him that he cannot know the ultimate outcomes of his interactions 

with others around nature.  He recognizes that all he can do is to open doors or provide 

experiences for people that they may draw from later in life.   

I mean, if I had known about the forest service…I didn’t know about it in Missouri.  They 

had the forest service but it's not like here.  If I'd known that, I'd be a ranger now, or a 

district supervisor because it just speaks to me.  So take the field trip, bring the kids here.  

Take them out in the woods.  It's just the most important thing that you can do for them.  

Find out what it is that they want to do.  We don’t have enough of that at all and we need 

it.   

 It's not going to happen for everyone, but if you're exposed to it there's a better 

chance that you can [get excited about nature].  If you want them to be excited about 

conservation and about anything dealing with nature, you probably should get them out 

of the room and get them outside.   

It is clear that he is truly passionate about teaching and although he identifies a strong 

desire to work with children, he is equally enthusiastic about becoming a docent for the reserve 
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and the opportunity to help different people connect with the local environment, to reconnect 

with the Earth. 

We had a group with one of those meet-up things.  We'd start in the valley, drive over the 

ridges and down into the next valley, so that's all day long.  Beautiful country, great four-

wheel drive stuff, but we didn’t see a lot of wildlife.  They still had a great time.  They're 

all city folk.  Well, we got down to the last turn before we went to the exit where their 

cars were […] and there in the distance, going right across the road right in front of us 

about sixty yards away were nineteen pronghorn.  This was just…they blew these people 

away.  We watched this thing for like five miles, and it changed lives, because they saw 

this thing and it's in California.   

 It's not on National Geographic.  It was right there in front of you.  That's the 

coolest thing about it because what it gets is that grounding thing […] and realizing 

you're a part of this environment.  You're completely ensconced in this environment and 

when you live in the city you don’t have that feeling.   

It is clear that Tom feels a strong personal connection to nature and that he recognizes his 

own place as part of it.  He seems to have a strong sense of his own ecological identity.   

As far as this environment, being a part of this…I am careful with the environment.  I am 

very aware of it.  I feel the dry and I worry about the dry and I'm part of this.  This is my 

home.  When I'm in the city which is where I work a lot of the time too, I can't wait to get 

out.  I can't wait to get back here.  It's a part of me.  I would like to think that I'm not a 

detriment to my environment.   
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He is dedicated to doing all he can in his personal life to protect the environment and 

identifies as an active steward and interpreter on behalf of the natural world.   

This is a blessing, life is a gift.  I’m to the point where I want to leave it better than I 

found it.  I will leave my footprint and I'm sorry about that, but I also want to leave it 

better than I found it.  It's important for us to all understand that, and we have that 

opportunity to do it.  We have to do it, it's not passive.  Education and life are not 

passive, you've got to be out of the bleachers, you've got to be on the field, and if you're 

not then you're part of the problem.  Don't be a part of the problem.  Be involved.   

Tom notes that a place based approach to learning has been one of the most meaningful 

aspects of his naturalist training and he has appreciated gaining a better understanding of the 

local environment.  It is clear from many parts of our conversation that he already felt connected 

to the local environment, but this was a chance for him to build deeper local knowledge, to learn 

where to seek more information, to uncover how to observe nature for understanding, and how to 

better interpret the natural environment for others.  His naturalist experiences seem to have 

enriched and reinforced existing parts of his ecological identity and have opened new 

opportunities for interpretation in support of his passion for environmental education.   

Citizen Science 

Within the Cal Nat program participants are also exposed to opportunities in citizen 

science.  For most participants, this was not something that resonated with their interests due to 

lack of time or inclination.   
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Citizen science as I understand it or what I'm talking about is sitting at a station and 

counting raptors flying overhead, or getting data to support an idea, or to get 

information so people can understand what's going on.  I'm doing informal science 

education is what I'd call it more.  So citizen science things, you look at the opportunity 

and there are people that would go and help with invasive species of plants.  OK, I would 

do that but that's not my main motivation, and helping someone trap kangaroo rats or 

something would be interesting, but I wouldn't want to just do the grunt work.  That's not 

what I'm after.  Peter 

Two participants who entered the program with an existing awareness of citizen science 

felt differently, however.  Both Eric and Gwen brought up citizen science without prompting 

during their interviews, although they did not have the same motivations.  Eric's primary focus 

was as an educator.  He was interested in citizen science as a way to engage students in authentic 

data collection and analysis.  He states, "I was more inspired at the time by citizen science […] it 

adds value to the classroom activity because kids are actually recording data that is going to be 

used by other people."  I feel this is very much in alignment with his naturalist learning goals of 

finding new opportunities for students and his existing scientific identity, to be described in more 

detail with his story.  Gwen's goals were more personal and related to her own sense of agency in 

contributing to a larger movement. 

I don't know where I want to get with [citizen science] yet, but on the California 

Naturalist website they have a whole list of things you can do.  I'd just like to be able to 

help with a bigger project in some way.  If I can just have a little bit of input into that big 
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global thing they're doing, if I can do my little part I'll feel like I accomplished 

something.  Gwen 

For both Gwen and Eric it is clear that there was something pre-existing within them that 

directed their interest to citizen science, it was something that already appealed to their goals and 

sense of self.   

Eric 

"My relationship to the environment…it has a lot to teach me." 

Fundamentally a scientist as well as a teacher, Eric has not given up his ecologist roots in 

becoming an educator.  He draws on his passion for learning through exploration as inspiration 

for working with students, appealing to his own interest in scientific engagement while exciting 

students about the natural world through authentic science experiences.  For Eric, it seems that 

gaining knowledge about the natural world through species identification and uncovering 

ecological connections are part of what foster his appreciation for nature and his desire to protect 

it.  Knowledge and understanding appear to contribute to his ecological identity and compassion 

for the natural world.   

Working with the kids and the excitement, colleagues and freedom, I just like interacting 

with kids and I can't see myself behind a desk.  Then I started thinking, "Well, maybe I 

could still do research with the kids while teaching and not have to go into the complete 

academia thing."   

 I'm excited about the subject. […]  I like how it's kind of a discovery.  You can 

teach kids some new stuff.  In science you can tie in math, history, a lot of different 
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subjects, and I like the inquiry.  I like how there's a lot more freedom for kids to play and 

explore and to change their minds and ideas a little bit.  It's kind of how I've always done 

it.  It's really neat to see them…you can teach them something but also demonstrate 

through an experiment a lot of the time. 

 My background was marine ecology, so I've always tied in ecology.  I try to instill 

the connection between ecology and the environment with genetics and the importance of 

that.  […] My wife's an ecologist, I'm an ecologist, or I studied ecology.  I think at least 

at the 7th grade level they like bugs and plants and neat stuff.   

He attributes a bit of his ecological identity to free outdoor exploration when he was 

young, but I suspect it became more prominent for him later in life since he became much more 

animated when talking about his discovery of marine ecology during college, noting that the 

subject strongly resonated for him.  From an outside perspective, it appears that he found a match 

between ways that he enjoyed physically interacting with the world, such as surfing and diving, 

and an intellectual way of accessing the world through knowledge and scientific investigation 

that just felt right.   

I wanted to be a doctor and I took an amazing class in parasitology.  The guy was a 

marine parasitologist and from there I just didn't want to do med school anymore, I 

wanted to do that.  I worked in his lab for a while and scuba dove and worked with some 

professors.  I just liked ecology, it made sense to me, and then you start tying in 

environmental things.  […] I just got really excited about marine ecology.   I always liked 

the ocean and here was this opportunity to do some cool research.   



OUTSIDE WITHIN  73 

After his switch from graduate studies to classroom education it appears that he retained a 

passion for this combined mode of learning, physical engagement along with intellectual 

discovery, and that this also informs his teaching philosophy.  He actively seeks partnerships and 

opportunities through which he can engage students in authentic science and ecological 

restoration activities that embody the scientific concepts they are learning.   

 We still do some restoration and native plant planting.  It takes a lot of work to 

do, just removing weeds and things like that without a lot of spraying.  We tie in the 

sprays and the importance of natives, and bringing back animal life and insect lives and 

saving water and things like that.  If we can instill that, that's a neat thing that kids can 

take back with them, but I really make sure that they know why they're doing it.  We talk 

about the science of what makes weeds different than other plants, invasive species, and 

the importance of diversity.  That’s something I feel is really important because I could 

just easily say, "Hey, we're just going to go out here," and some kids would just do it.  I 

don't feel good about doing that. […] If it's a good lesson it's really valuable seeing them 

connect, and just observing, observing differences and things like that.   

He has created outdoor lessons using phenology, bird counts, observation and journaling, 

invasive species removal, and species catalogues, and when possible has students upload and 

interpret citizen science data.  Eric did not have many expectations of what the Cal Nat Program 

would be like, but was interested in it as a way to identify resources that might be beneficial to 

his students, demonstrating that his participation was mostly motivated by teaching aspects of his 

identity which strive to improve his work with and opportunities for students.   
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The reason I took the [California Naturalist] class was to almost think about how I could 

take this and work with this program in a high school setting.  So I had that in the back of 

my mind.  Or how could this be a potential field trip?  I'm not an expert, but can I take 

them on a geology walk?  I'm not my friend, can I inspire kids on plants as much as he's 

done that to me?  So those kind of things, and that's intimidating sometimes.   

Ultimately, he was not able to find the kind of collaborations through the program that he 

had hoped for, but he enjoyed gaining new natural science and local plant knowledge as well as 

discovering new ways of experiencing the natural world such as through specific journaling and 

observation techniques.   

There was another amazing talk by a birder.  […]  He's a professor emeritus up there, 

but he's this amazing birder and very quiet.  He said some amazing stuff to me like, 

"You've got to…" kind of being quiet and observant, "…and if you're quiet and observant, 

nature starts coming to you."  I still do that and teach that to the kids.  He used an 

analogy:  When you move through nature it's almost like you're a boat going through this 

really calm lake and you leave kind of a wake of disturbance, so you've got to be quiet 

and observe.  It's true, and I've practiced that with a lot of kids and my son.  If you're just 

very quiet and sit for a while some cool things happen and it's exciting.   

Eric noted that he also appreciated finding more information about citizen science 

opportunities such as iNaturalist which he could use with students.  His own nature as a learner 

clearly continues to inform his drive as an educator.   
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One risk Eric identifies with seeing the world through a scientific lens is in understanding 

the disconcerting realities of data being generated about the projected health of the planet.  It can 

become depressing and Eric has acknowledged that this is one reason that he prefers not to teach 

AP Environmental Science.  However, he maintains hope that we will make some of the tough 

decisions necessary to protect life on earth, and attempts to instill that hope and a desire to 

become stewards in students through positive acts such as restoration and sharing their 

knowledge with others.   

My relationship to the environment [is] hopefully not very impactful.  I always want to 

learn more, it has a lot to tech me.  I sometimes get really depressed.  I taught AP 

Environmental Science once and I don't know if I'd do that again.  Kids started… you 

know, you start showing all this information and all the data.  It's kind of crazy.  As 

humans we have to make some really important decisions about our future.  It got me 

really thinking a lot in terms of this stuff.  I get depressed every now and then especially 

now that I'm a father and I think about the future for him.  I try to maintain positive but 

when you start looking at things it doesn't always look so great.   

 You hear about the giraffes and they're losing so much habitat every day.  It's 

like, "Oh my gosh, are these animals going to be in the wild when my son's my age?"  

Sometimes I get depressed about that stuff, but I do maintain hope.  Hopefully raise him 

to be a person who's a good steward to the environment and make some differences.  I try 

to do that with the kids too.  We try to…I mean, just teaching these kids is not going to be 

enough, they've got to teach other people.  They've got to lead by example, so hopefully 

that happens.   
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Eric was engaged in the Cal Nat Program as both a learner and a teacher, but the greatest 

meaning he seemed to find personally was in meeting and learning from experts and finding new 

ways of experiencing the natural world.  His enjoyment of gaining new knowledge and engaging 

with nature through knowledge reflect what I would describe as his science-self, a prominent 

feature of his identity which is very much connected to both his ecological and teaching 

identities as well.  Expressed with equal emphasis in our meeting was his teacher-self, and it was 

clear that he found just as much meaning in seeking new ideas and information which could be 

used for students as for himself.  Already comfortable engaging students with the environment, 

Eric has found even more confidence in environmental teaching through new knowledge from 

his ongoing naturalist experiences.   

Learner Identity 

Another thematic thread which emerged during interviews was related to learner identity.  

Being teachers, I was interested to listen for participants' experiences as learners.  What I found 

is that for several participants, a prominent learner identity emerged through their stories.  I 

realized that my own characterization of what it means to be a teacher may have been too narrow 

and that a distinction I had been making between teaching and learning might have been my own 

unfounded construct.  Each participant mentioned being challenged, empowered, or inspired by 

what they were learning, but two teachers in particular helped me understand the dynamic 

relationship between teaching and learning in new ways through their stories.  Nancy revealed to 

me numerous gradations of eco-self, teacher-self, and learner-self4 which were expressed at 

different points through her stories, but were continually overlapping and mutually informative.  

                                                 
4Additional terms such as eco-self and learner-self were inspired by the use of "teaching self" in Beijaard et 

al. (2004) and "teacher-self" from Zembylas (2003b). 
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How she learns and how she teaches are closely intertwined and she places emphasis on the 

value of firsthand experiences.  She notes, "Any time you can have a real experience you learn a 

lot more."   

Nancy helped me see that the experiences of teaching and learning are more closely 

related than I thought, but then Robyn's story showed me that they can actually be the same 

thing.  In Robyn, I sensed a powerful educator identity, and then came to understand that for her, 

teaching and learning are part of the same process.  For every new subject she chooses to 

investigate in her role as a garden docent, she also creates a teaching tool for it such that teaching 

and learning have become one in the same.  She learns through teaching.   

I'm becoming a better observer of things [in nature] and I have so much more time now.  

I have this freedom to develop new interests.  I love doing research about things and 

doing things to share, I think because I'm an educator, you just want to help.  You want to 

share all this neat stuff.  Robyn 

Knowles (1998) suggests that teaching is an act of inquiry, especially into the self.  By 

what I have learned from participants in the ways that their experiences and pedagogies 

intertwine, I tend to agree.  Robyn and Nancy's stories of learner identity follow.   

Robyn 

"I'm just learning the most fascinating things all the time and I can't wait to tell 

someone about them." 

My sense of Robyn is that she is an educator to her core, motivated by the teaching aspect 

of her identity well beyond her work in the classroom and into retirement.  As she describes her 

years as a formal educator, it is clear that she was a compassionate classroom teacher, using 
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literature and opportunities in her English class to help students reflect on healthy paths to 

adulthood.   

This has been sort of a really important shift in my life since my retirement.  I was an 

English teacher, which in continuation high school is complicated, but I loved the work 

and I loved working with the kids.  I was one of these that said, "I've just got to make 

every day count."  I put a lot of pressure on myself to keep up and do the best job I could, 

so when I retired it was a wonderful relief.  It was kind of like, "I don’t have to try so 

hard anymore," and like I need to let my heart have a break because it's just been caring 

so much. 

 I loved teaching, and in continuation high school you don't just teach English.  

For example, I taught health.  Pretty much they say, "Teach what you think is important."   

You have to figure out for that audience, what do they need to know most?  That was so 

important.  That was probably what fired up the passion I had for teaching.   

Now retired from the exhaustion of working with students facing so many personal 

challenges and free from working indoors, she has found her niche and a new satisfaction 

volunteering for a local botanic garden.  In this venue she is able to continue her passions for 

lifelong learning and teaching while still contributing to the community.   

So [in retirement] I was looking for something and my biggest criterion is I wanted to do 

some volunteer work and I wanted to be outside.  No more walls.  I assumed that I would 

try several different non-profit type things and then see what was comfortable.  The very 

first thing I tried was the botanic garden because I said, "I can be outside there."   I took 
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the docent training and loved it and really enjoyed the people I met there.  They were 

smart women and men, and there was so much to learn.   

She does not describe herself as having been an "environmentalist" before volunteering 

as a docent, although growing up on a ranch and gardening herself, she did have a lot of outdoor 

experiences throughout her life.  Beyond her Cal Nat and botanic garden training, she also does 

not have much experience with the natural sciences, so to gain confidence as an interpreter she 

has undertaken significant research on her own to supplement her knowledge of local ecology.  

To make her docent walks more engaging, she brings excitement to interpretation by finding the 

story behind ecological interactions and crafting natural history narratives for visitors.  For 

example, rather than just pointing out and naming plants on her tour, she likes to share their 

animal interactions to help visitors get excited about understanding the interconnectedness of 

living things.   

I did a tremendous amount of reading on my own and I found that there were things that 

interested me or things that I wanted to know so I'd do a little research on them and 

started making little information cards.  They have a picture on one side, maybe it's the 

wood rat and his den, and then a description on the back side.  Then when I saw the nest 

on my tours I could say, "That's a wood rat nest.  You won’t see the wood rat, but this is 

what it looks like."  Really, my bent was more the natural history side and the animal 

wildlife interaction with plants.  Strictly translating or communicating what botanical 

names of things are, that just didn't work.  Things had to have a story or I couldn't get 
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excited about them.  But people there at the garden were very…that was OK with them.  

They didn't push me to do things before I felt ready.   

She seems to really enjoy the freedom to immerse herself in topics of her choosing and is 

equally excited to share her new knowledge with others.  As part of her own learning she has 

created sets of thematic information cards, but she also produces them to share with other 

docents as well.   

I started working really hard on making these information cards.  They were fun because 

I would just choose things that I liked and then did extras.  Then if we run across 

something I can use them.  You know, I didn't know the difference between a ground 

squirrel and a tree squirrel, that sort of thing. 

It appears to me that for Robyn, learning and teaching are synonymous.  Investigation 

and communication are interconnected.   

As soon as I finished the docent training I jumped into the California Naturalist Program 

because I knew it would give me more background and have wonderful guest speakers.  It 

was just so much fun and I was sucking it up like a sponge.  I'm learning the most 

fascinating things all the time and I can't wait to tell someone about them. 

She gave numerous examples of topics which she pursued and then described resources 

she developed to share about them.  Robyn is careful to produce accurate materials and engages 

in a rigorous approval process before finalizing any of her projects.  She takes great pleasure in 

that aspect of her work.   
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You can tell I’m excited about what I get to do, and I never imagined […] the challenge it 

is to take material and try to simplify it and condense it and do it well.  Then that whole 

issue about political correctness and getting things cross-checked by authorities.  You 

know, I really like that!  I like the accountability and I'm really serious about wanting to 

be sure what I get out there is accurate.   

 It seems that within the context of her naturalist experiences, it is the learning and 

sharing itself that she has found most meaningful.   

What has been most meaningful?  I think as I'm exposed to different things I will grab 

something and think, "How can I simplify that information so that others can understand 

it easily?"  Then I work on a project like that.   

 So I always have something going on.  It is really a joy.  I'm thrilled to have 

something that is mental, intellectual.  I’m so happy really not to be dealing with all the 

issues of public school teaching.  I mean, the teaching part is great, but boy, sometimes 

teaching is not a big part of your job when you're in public school.  Now I'm not 

distracted by things […] I'm really really happy in retirement because of my involvement 

there.   

She has also gained a deeper appreciation for nature and its complexity, and notes a 

growing sense of environmental concern influenced by exposure to the new community she has 

become a part of, as discussed in the community section.  Robyn's naturalist learning is 

connected to both the Cal Nat program and her docent training.  Her experience has been 

grounded by her orientation as an educator and translated into environmental education by the 
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circumstance of her becoming a garden docent.  She has a newly emergent eco-teacher element 

to her identity.   

When we compare the kind of education you're doing in a public high school, though, 

what you can do in this kind of setting, this is the fun part, what I get to do with the 

garden and communicating, trying to educate the public and trying to get them excited 

about, "Hey, see why we need to preserve these native plants?"  That is just as exciting, 

and maybe it's more fun now because it doesn't come with the issues of classroom 

management and jumping through hoops for the district.   

 Very often I'll do a disclaimer with my group and I'll say, "You know, I still feel 

like a newbie at this.  I've only been doing this a couple of years and I’m not from a 

science background, but I just want to share with you some of the things that I think are 

so cool about this garden."  But for the most part, the public that comes to see the garden 

doesn't […] care about botanical names, but they do think the Cochineal on the prickly 

pear are pretty cool by the time you finish with them.   

Whereas teaching about the environment was not really important to her before, she now 

hopes to help people notice and become excited about the world's interesting interactions 

(including the role that humans play) and become stewards themselves to protect resources for 

future generations.   

I want them to become better observers, but I want them to love nature.  I want them to 

see how interdependent people are in the whole picture of preserving native plants and 

our environment and our habitats.  I want them to think, "This is really worth saving 
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because our well being depends on the well being of the planet."  I want people to just see 

how fascinating it all is.  I mean, there are things to observe every single day that just 

sort of blow your mind.  I just can't think of a better life, or lifestyle than to be someone 

who connects and enjoys observing and wants to learn.  If it hadn't been this, it probably 

would have been something else, but I can't imagine anything that would be more 

thrilling than being interested in this stuff. […] It's really been life changing, and fun.  I 

mean, I was happy before and I'm really happy now. 

Robyn appears to truly enjoy her new role as an informal environmental educator.   

Nancy 

"Would you rather sit in class and listen to a lecture or go outside and touch trees?" 

Nancy indicates a compelling and innate feeling of connection to the natural world.  

Because her concern for nature is a guiding principle, the environment is regularly included in 

her teaching.   

Environment is like my religion.  So being able to teach geography and incorporate 

environment is just what I need to do.  When I was a little kid I would sometimes go off to 

the woods and just sit in the woods by myself and observe.  I would just sit there like, 

"OK, something cool is going to happen here."  I don’t know [if] too many little kids do 

that.  Or I would go collect flowers and press them in my wildflower book and try to 

learn the names of the wildflowers and stuff, so yeah, I think I've always been kind of in 

that direction.  I don't think it came from my upbringing.   
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She did not seek out the naturalist training as a way to benefit her environmental 

teaching, but was rather more interested on a personal level as also noted in the Place Based 

Learning section.  Still, she recognizes that much of what she learned has benefitted her teaching.      

I just thought it's something I really wanted to add to my life, to really know this land 

better, and I really like the way the program focused so much on this county […] 

although what I did learn about the rest of California has been super helpful as a 

teacher.   

I understood her ecological self to have a strong emotional grounding, but I also sensed 

that she felt like a novice when it came to knowing things about her surroundings.  Her own 

transformation to new ways of seeing could be found in stories of her field experiences.   

It was so great to go out there and have this stuff explained that never really meant that 

much to me before, I mean, I didn't notice.  It was like seeing the skeletons of the land.  

 Because we had to keep a notebook and record our observations, it forced me to 

observe things more.  I didn't have time to go to some exotic place, so I noticed that there 

was a mockingbird nest right outside my kitchen window, so I just observed that.  For me 

it was so exciting.  I spent a lot of time perched with my feet in the kitchen sink and 

hanging out the window [to] try to observe the birds.  That was really fun.  I'd never done 

intentional observation like that.  I'm noticing so much more because I learned how to do 

that. 

 It was like having a lot of doors open that I didn't even know were there before, so 

I didn't know they were closed!   
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Experiential learning was a strong theme for Nancy both as an educator and a learner 

herself and I believe it to be an important organizing principal for her teaching.  She strongly 

believes in first-hand learning for her students and shows determination and agency in achieving 

her educative goals even when that means diverging from her school's traditional norms.   

I like students to have authentic experiences as much as possible because it makes for 

much deeper learning.  Any time you can have a real experience you learn a lot more.  

We have some really old fashioned teachers here.  I do very little lecturing.  You know, 

this [approach] is "research based."  I think that's just the way I teach but it's kind of 

like, "Whoa, justify!"  We do a lot of project based stuff, but this [research] has really 

reinforced it.  

 I really wanted to teach [geography] where you start with learning about local 

geography and then expand to the world, really examine the local ecosystem and get to 

know the complexities and interactions in an ecosystem so that you can apply it to other 

things in the world.  Because this county has so many micro-climates, it really lends itself 

to studying ecosystems. […] I can just take the students for a walk and we can do a lot of 

things that are local geography things right here, also, because so many of my students 

are foreign or city people who haven't had those experiences of seeing how things in 

nature fit together.   

In trying to understand the interactions between Nancy's nature experience and identity, I 

have needed to go beyond a focus on the broad categories of eco-self and teacher-self to describe 
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overlapping and mutually informative sub-categories such as learner-self, eco-learner, teacher-

learner, and eco-teacher which form an interwoven continuum.   

We went to a local redwood grove and it was really cool for me to go because [of] when 

they had the big fires.  It's small but it's [a] really really beautiful little park, and for 

people around here going there is like going to church.  There were fires all over the 

place and I really wanted to see what a forest fire looked like so I asked the local paper if 

I could do a story on it.  I got to go in there even though it was restricted and got a tour, 

so then when I brought the students there I could say, "Yeah, when I was here in the 

forest fire and this was burning..."  [I] explained how the changes were, so that was 

really fun to be able to share that knowledge. 

 Maybe because I have more information I’m more confident in communicating 

things about nature.  When I would take students on a walk because it's such a gorgeous 

day we couldn't be in the classroom […] I could actually point out some things to them 

and explain things intelligently.   

In her naturalist experiences Nancy has found meaning in becoming a better observer and 

finding new ways of seeing, and her new knowledge has brought added confidence to her 

existing passion for environmental teaching.  With respect to subjectivity, it seems that she is 

becoming more of who she wants to be through gaining a better understanding of her immediate 

surroundings and deepening her ecological sense of self.   
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Firsthand Engagement with Nature 

Learning in the field is another element of the naturalist experience which had universal 

appeal among participants, but it wasn't simply being outdoors that seemed to matter.  How they 

perceived or interacted with the place appeared to help participants find meaning, and the form it 

took was a little different for each.  A couple of people expressed feeling privileged to visit areas 

not normally open to the public and this may have enhanced their appreciation of the place and 

deepened the overall impact of their visit.  For others, meaning was added by who they were 

with.  It also seemed that for each of them, there was not any one particular field experience 

which held meaning, but rather it was the continuum of outdoor experiences and transferable 

skills they learned there that were more valued, as in Tom's explanation that he now has "a better 

idea [how] to look for things."   

On the whole, everyone mentioned something about the field trips, but the personal 

importance of the outdoor classes was most prominent for three participants.  Nancy and Eric 

both told stories of learning from experts outdoors and how they were able to find new ways of 

seeing the natural world with their guidance.  This was a prominent theme in each of their 

narratives such as when Eric comments, "Some of the sites I've been but never really had that 

perspective…" or when Nancy describes, "Being more observant, just walking and looking.  I 

learned how to do it." This was also clear when she recounted specific episodes.   

I think my favorite moment was when we did an evening walk and we had this bird call 

expert with us…I had never done anything like that before so it was really cool to hear 

the owls calling back to our recorded owl message.  Nancy 
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Laura was more enthusiastic about the field visits than any other part of her experience. 

She describes the meaning she found in the following: 

It was being there and learning the story […] and the history, and the plans […] and the 

impact on the locals.  So it was educational that way, I got to learn exactly what was 

going on.  But for me it's all about how's it affecting the plants and animals in the area, 

and how about the fish?  There were no fish there at the time because of the drought, but, 

that is surely a concern, and to see that up close...  "OK, look at this, what's going to 

happen?"  

 I just feel privileged because it's not open to the public mainly.   It was an honor 

to get to go up there and just get the back story.  It was just like, "Whoa!" I've heard 

about these places but I'd never gotten to go and actually see them.  Laura 

For these three, a great deal of meaning in their naturalist experience was derived in some 

way from their time spent in nature, but not just in the observing or learning natural history 

content.  It was finding a new way to understand or personally connect with the places they were 

visiting that was meaningful.  This new personal engagement was central to their stories, and 

may also indicate the reaffirmation or deepening of their ecological identities.    

Laura 

"Well yeah!  It's like super important, are you kidding?" 

Environmentally grounded by life experiences from childhood and time spent outdoors, 

Laura prefers real-life learning, actually being there in order to learn the story of a place and its 

systems.  She did not choose to do the naturalist training because of her students; this was 
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something that interested her personally.  Laura lives her life with a deep respect for the natural 

environment.  She does all she can to benefit the natural world such as energy and water 

conservation, but recognizes that she could always do more.  Less enthusiastic about the 

classroom portions of the Cal Nat Program, she was very animated recalling the field trips and 

found meaning in her time spent learning in nature.   

I spent my life, well not my life, but from an early age spent a lot of time outdoors.  We 

camped.  I was a Girl Scout, very active Girl Scout by the way […] I mean back country 

stuff, I mean roughin' it, not just arts and crafts type of Girl Scouts but really very much 

out there backpacking and camping, doing good.  Even back then when it wasn't the thing 

to do to be green, we recycled things.  I backpacked the Grand Canyon, and I've done a 

lot.  So I did not take this class specifically to benefit my teaching.   

 The field trips were the best part, to be honest.  Going out and actually being out 

there was really really great.   

 I do everything I can in my personal life that benefits the environment.  That's 

how I live my life.  It's funny because I questioned why the science center…"Why are you 

guys picking me?" [for an award]  There are lots of other teachers here who do more 

than I do, and they're going, "Laura, you don't realize.  You don’t see what you do."  I 

guess it's just the way I live my life.  But for me it goes back to again to being a kid and 

being out there in the natural world a lot.  If I don't take care of it or teach my students 

[…] if my attitudes come through to them and I share with them, everything there is to 

love about the environment, then maybe that will spur them to become little mini activists.   
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Her passion for the environment is totally integrated with her teaching and she includes 

environmental learning ranging from content-based simulations to outdoor experiences for 

students whenever appropriate.  Although overcoming transportation barriers has been 

challenging, she makes the effort to take students on environmental trips and spearheads campus 

projects such as the pollinator garden and tree planting.  For Laura, her ecological and teaching 

identities are closely integrated; she is very much an eco-teacher.   

Anyway, back to the environmental studies, that's what I'm most interested in.  I like to 

teach kids about the importance of pollinators and thus the garden.  They don't really 

understand how everything fits together.  I did a wheel class for 6th graders last year on 

environmental science […] more extra environmental stuff.  You know, testing soil and 

the pollinators, environmental stuff.  

 It's so different to actually be there and experience it rather than reading it in a 

book.  That's why I've always thought environmental ed was really important, being able 

to take your kids out so they can experience it rather than just read about it.  Make it 

real.   

As an educator she is also an innovator, collaborating to implement strategies to 

accommodate changing standards, and devoting a lot of personal time to developing new science 

and environmental education projects for students.  Both at school and in her everyday life, 

Laura is open about respecting the environment and sharing her love of the natural world, 

teaching and leading by example.   
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To motivate [students] to on their own decide they're going to take action?  That's really 

cool.  I mean you have to try to teach it without the gloom and doom piece, right?  Make 

it positive, like what you can do to make things better, because it can get kind of gloomy.  

I think what I do is important and I like what I do.  It's like, there's nothing else that's 

more important!  It's the future, you know, our planet.  Talk about important, right?   

For her persistence in the face of challenges to on-campus projects, I might even describe 

her as an eco-teacher-warrior.  She is not willing to give up on what she knows is right for 

students or for the environment, exemplified by the tree planting project, although it can be hard 

to persist when faced by frustrations.   

 It is so different.  You've got us who are environmentalists and you've got those 

who are not necessarily, and that's kind of a battle.  But you know, if I were to try to get 

real political with it and go to the media or if I tried to really push people?  That's not 

how I am.  I just started with the trees.  I thought I'd start there.  They complain about it 

costing so much for the water because of our water problem, but why not look at an 

alternative then, rather than continuing to water and mow?   So I kind of, I don't know, 

washed my hands of it a little bit right now.  I've got to regroup, because I was so upset 

that one day!   

The greatest meaning she ascribed to her naturalist experience was learning the story of 

each place while actually being there.  Her sense of identity includes a deep respect for the 

environment and seems to have been a theme throughout her life and expressed by engagement 

in activities such as the Cal Nat Program.  Laura was able to translate some new activities such 
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as flower dissection from the Cal Nat Program into her classes and she enjoyed increasing her 

general knowledge of local natural history, but her time learning to be a naturalist in this 

program is really only a small example of identity expression within the overall context of her 

environmentally attuned life story.   

Chapter 5:  Discussion 

"Researchers want to share their narrative inquiries in ways that help readers question 

their own stories, raise their own questions about practices and see in the narrative 

accounts stories of their own stories." (Clandinin & Connelly, 1989, p. 16) 

Narrative findings are necessarily complicated as they reveal complexities within the 

phenomena they seek to explore.  This particular study grew out of my desire to learn more about 

what motivates teachers' use of environment in the classroom and what role, if any, personal 

nature study might have in teaching choices.  I came to understand, however, that for this study's 

participants, environmental teaching comes from much deeper places than I had anticipated.  

Interpreted through a lens of identity, their environmental teaching is more a reflection of their 

long-time personal connections to the natural world, what might be characterized as established 

(but not fixed) ecological aspects of their identities.  Similarly, the meaning they found in 

learning natural history with their cohorts and even deciding to participate in the naturalist 

program in the first place were primarily reflections of who they already are, who they want to 

become, and how they want to be in the world.  It is almost inappropriate to even generalize 

findings in this way because in actuality the participant's stories were all quite different from one 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  93 

another.  Together, however, they do raise interesting questions about the nature of teaching and 

the interrelatedness of teaching and the self.   

Revealing this complexity is the true value of narrative research.  It broadens our 

understanding of the human experience by helping to tell stories that might not otherwise be 

heard, stories that remain concealed by questionnaires alone.  If I had asked participants to rate 

on a numerical scale the meaning they had found in the community aspect of their naturalist 

experiences, their responses would have provided a certain kind of information, but very little 

understanding.  It would be impossible to infer anything about what they actually meant or how 

they had even interpreted the question via statistical analysis.  One participant might give a low 

score because she had not stayed in touch with the rest of the cohort, but in actuality, her time 

spent learning from others and about herself in that community might have been a significant 

part of her experience, possibly something she did not even consciously realize.  Through 

narrative it is also possible to discern subtle differences between experiences.  Based on a 

survey, two participants who had given equally high ratings for the value of community might 

conceptually be lumped together, but actually could have found totally different types of 

meaning in the experience.  Such complexity might be overlooked without the insight offered by 

methodologies such as narrative inquiry.   

Complexity of understanding is increased by the many layers of interpretation available 

within a narrative study, and that in turn can benefit a variety of interested parties.  Participants 

themselves might even enjoy the opportunity to share and re-examine their own stories, and may 

gain new insight by seeing them through another's eyes.  The individual researcher, other 

practitioners, and thought within the field can all be impacted by exploring individual stories.  
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Personal narratives thoughtfully interpreted are meaningful due to the lived experiences they 

inherently represent.   

As a small study offering only a glimpse into participants' lives, this project is limited in 

the ways it can speak to larger issues within environmental education research, but still there are 

lessons to be learned.  As examples of narrative subjectivity and interpretation through that lens, 

the narratives revealed many instances of first and second person identity construction and 

evidence of ways in which identity could be understood to intersect with the attribution of 

meaning.  For example, Peter and Gwen who were already committed environmentalists, found 

meaning in the community elements of their programs through which they discovered new 

agency and connections in support of their future identity goals to become outdoor interpreters.  

Somewhat differently, Robyn, who entered with less natural science background, began to 

develop new aspects of ecological identity that reflected her excitement about learning local 

natural history and which was encouraged by a supportive environmentally oriented community.  

However, the greater meaning Robyn actually found was in her experience as a learner which 

directly related to her strong established identity as an educator.  Collectively, their stories reveal 

the importance of subject position to meaning-making as well as the ongoing nature of identity 

negotiation, and from a research perspective they affirm ways that such meaning can be accessed 

through narrative (Singer, 2004; Somers, 1994).   

Participants' stories also demonstrated the relevance of subjectivity to teaching 

perspectives (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007; Zembylas, 2003b).  Some participants teach in the ways that 

they themselves prefer to learn, such as by prioritizing experiential learning.  They teach in ways 

that they personally identify with.  Equally relevant, another participant described basing her 
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personal pedagogy on what she learned she did not like about school herself as a child.  As Gwen 

remarked, "I always felt like school was so much more sterile and uncomfortable than it had to 

be.  I felt like it could be more, I don't know, more kind as a student myself growing up."  As an 

educator she is now on a mission to create a different type of learning environment for her own 

students.  For most participants it has been revealed that their personal beliefs about teaching and 

their own environmental values have helped inform their teaching decisions.   

Often participants offered life-history background that seemed to correlate with their 

current values and practices and give insight into their current dispositions.  However, as 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) caution, it is important to avoid the allure of causation in 

narrative studies.  So although it is tempting to think so, it is not correct to suggest that sitting in 

nature as a child led to the ecological identity that causes Nancy to include the environment in 

her teaching.  Although no doubt influential, there are probably other social, emotional, and 

experiential factors that have contributed to her ecological outlook and teaching decisions.  Eric's 

freedom to explore the lake as a child likely contributed to his becoming an environmentalist, but 

we cannot generalize to say that all children allowed to roam in the outdoors would have the 

same outcome (Chawla, 1998).  Even for Gwen who revealed significant changes in her 

approach to environmental education after her program, it would not be right to assert that her 

time in the naturalist class caused a change in her teaching.  Some of the meaning she found in 

her naturalist experiences surely combined with past insights, experiences, and her pedagogical 

orientation for that decision, but it is not appropriate to suggest a direct causal link.  Therefore, 

through this study I can claim to have learned something about the complexity of identity 
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formation and its interaction with perception and behavior, but I cannot pretend to understand 

definitively how it all comes together.   

Because we are constantly re-telling and re-evaluating our remembered narratives, the 

stories we tell in reflection can be portrayed in support of current identity positions or desired 

characterizations, possibly quite differently from how they would have been shared in the past.  

Our understanding of the past and our interpretation of the present are both malleable.  However, 

although sense-making stories are not fixed, they are still meaningful.  Ultimately, it is revealing 

the complex and contextual nature of these stories that is of benefit to the wider field of 

environmental education research.  To acknowledge the nuances of identity development and 

decision-making, and to recognize that they are social, temporal and contextual processes is 

valuable in exploring how to encourage the adoption of environmental teaching.  When 

environmental education is not mandated and potentially challenging to implement, teachers 

might need to find compelling personal reasons before they are ready to engage with it.  The 

classroom teachers in this study have been motivated to use environmental teaching at their 

schools by their existing personal commitments to the environment, but even how they approach 

the subject is a little different for each.  To encourage the adoption of environmental education 

by more teachers, it is important to recognize that ultimately they may need to find their own 

ways into the subject.  Similar to Payne (1999), I feel that the recognition of this complexity 

recommends a de-emphasis on standardized expectations and a diversification of approaches to 

environmental professional development for teachers.  It may even suggest the potential value of 

intentional reflection on ecological subject position, focusing more on the "who" than the "what" 

of environmental teacher education.  In other words, by embracing the primacy of personal 
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experience and ceding the desire for homogenous training outcomes, maybe we can reframe 

training approaches to meet teachers where they are individually and trust them to discover for 

themselves who they want to become.   

Truly, however, the great value of this work lies in what is available for readers in the 

restoried texts, the opportunity to find personal meaning through participants' stories such as I 

have found in working with them myself.  My own subject position relative to this inquiry is as 

an environmental teacher educator.  In my everyday work I help teachers connect with 

environmental knowledge in support of the program we provide for their students, but I want to 

do more for teachers.  It is my desire to move beyond primarily sharing knowledge in 

environmental trainings to helping them build their own nature connections.  I was wondering 

before this study if interest in teaching environmentally might somehow be connected to 

teachers' own outdoor learning, and when motivational, what those outdoor experiences might 

have been like.  Based on my experience of working with teachers in our field program, I have 

sensed that some teachers crave the same types of field experiences that their students receive.  

For others who are not necessarily environmentally attuned, I had wondered if field experiences 

could spark an interest in environmental teaching.  My personal affinity for nature had led me to 

assume that field-based teacher training on its own, time spent in nature itself, would 

automatically compel teachers to adopt an environmental outlook.  This is certainly a simplistic 

and mechanistic presumption.  Coming from a natural science background, recognizing and 

moving beyond my inherited positivist worldview has been a challenging and enlightening 

process, but this project has changed my perception.  In learning to understand narrativity I have 

come to understand my own experience of the world in a new way and begun to question my 
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prior beliefs about the nature of knowledge.  The growing complexity of my perception has led 

to an appreciation for narrative and constructivist philosophies and I have begun to recognize the 

narrative nature of my own thoughts and interactions every day.  Beyond the importance of how 

this project has shifted my approach to working with teachers is the value of new ways in which 

I now experience "experience" itself. 

Talking with participants and finding meaning in my own life through their stories has 

been powerful.  In learning from them about identity I started to question my own identity.  In 

learning about their teaching I started to question my own teaching.  Within each conversation I 

found something personally meaningful which has now become a part of my own narrative, and 

in learning from their stories collectively I understand subtle new lessons about the human 

experience overall.  As an environmental teacher educator, I no longer naively expect field based 

training experiences to automatically inspire the adoption of environmental education practices.  

I now recognize that each person's lifetime of experiences, their values, and their subject 

positions will shape the meaning they find in all of their encounters.  Personally, I will proceed 

in my work with a new openness, trying to listen for where teachers are coming from and where 

they might like to go, recognizing that change for any person is social, contextual, lengthy, and 

optional.  As Tom suggested, all you can really do is open doors for people through exposure.  

The rest is up to them.   

Trustworthiness 

As an individual I have found this project personally impactful, but one challenge of 

narrative inquiry is finding how to demonstrate the trustworthiness of a study for others 

(Polkinghorne, 2007).  Narrative by nature is relative and uncertain, and when considering the 
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potential for researcher misconduct, it can be unclear knowing how to trust a work.  Finding the 

appropriate language to describe value is even a challenge.  Notions such as transferability, 

plausibility, and verisimilitude have been suggested by various researchers but still there is no 

agreed measure of trustworthiness within the field (Mulholland & Wallace, 2003).  The most I 

can offer to support the quality of this study is my own transparency of process.  Throughout the 

project and within this report I have critically reflected on my own role in generating both the 

interview data and my interpretation.  My findings are as honest to my understanding and as true 

to how participants presented themselves as I am capable of portraying.  In support of 

transparency I have also provided the complete restoried texts in Appendix C such that more of 

participants' reported experiences are available as evidence for interpretation.  Another way to 

value a work is in its utility.  In exploring different means of research legitimation, Mulholland 

and Wallace note, "Eisner states that the real test of a study is whether or not it contributes to the 

improvement of education" (Mulholland & Wallace, 2003, p. 8).  My hope is that others will find 

value in this work and that it may contribute to wider conversations on teachers' experiences and 

the use of environment in education, but as a small study it has only a small voice.  A final 

means of assessing believability is in comparing the findings to lived experience and searching 

for resonance between the two.  Ultimately this is a measure readers must gauge for themselves.   

Reflections on Method 

Although I am satisfied with this work, there are still things I would have done differently 

in retrospect.  Narrative methodologies require time and trust, so I would have liked more time.  I 

did not feel that a single one hour encounter was enough time to capture the nuances of 

participants' experiences and would have preferred a series of interviews.  It is also possible that 
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participants were sharing what they thought I wanted to hear in this particular limited context, so 

more time would have allowed for a more natural unfolding of their stories.  Follow-up 

conversations concerning the restoried narratives to critically assess my interpretation and to 

include their own reflection as part of the interpretive process would also have been beneficial.  

Further, I am interested in how the restoried texts might be understood by others.  It would be 

helpful to have had them read and described by outside readers in order to gain new perspectives 

on meaning and measure the effectiveness of my own restorying, asking whether the narrative 

arcs I chose to communicate seem natural to others.  Lastly, I would either streamline the 

research question or expand the project scope.  In hindsight, I embedded too many questions in 

my research goal for the scale of this project.  It would have been more effective to focus on only 

one area of inquiry such as ecological identity construction and explore it more deeply, or to 

examine only one person's experience through multiple lenses.  I remain comfortable with my 

interpretation under the circumstances, but feel that there is much more to be found than I was 

able to uncover.   

Future Research 

To learn more about intersections of identity, teaching, and environmental education, 

there are some specific areas of research I would recommend in continuation of this work.  The 

participants in this study teach with the environment based primarily on intrinsic personal 

motivations and independent of requirements.  From what I learned of their experiences, I have 

become interested in the nature of the influence that identification with subject matter can have 

on teaching in general and would recommend investigating this question by gathering teachers' 

experiences of other subjects which they do and do not identify with to explore personal 
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engagement across the curriculum.  Most participants in this study entered the naturalist program 

with a strong existing sense of identification with the environment and so I would also suggest 

following the stories of teachers who feel less ecologically connected as they undertake similar 

nature studies.  It would be interesting to capture the experiences of less environmentally 

inclined teachers who are in the process of newly adopting environmental curriculum to explore 

their internal processes as well.  Lastly, I would recommend pursuing an in-depth study of 

numerous teachers and their diverse perspectives within a single school campus at which only 

one or a small number of teachers have taken visible environmental initiative, but where those 

ideas or opportunities have not necessarily spread to other parts of the school.   

Other recent research into significant life experience and ecological identity using 

qualitative approaches including narrative are working to increase the richness of our 

understanding regarding the social, temporal, and experiential aspects of ecological identity 

formation (Blatt, 2014; Williams & Chawla, 2015).  Although a lifespan exploration of identity 

formation among participants was not necessarily a goal of this work, elements emerged in 

participants' stories that implied past experiences that are meaningful to them in their current 

subject positions and which would be interesting to explore further.  Significant life experience 

research may therefore be another approach to consider for future explorations of ecological 

identity in classroom teaching.   

Closing Thoughts 

Personally, I have found this study meaningful in both process and findings, but the 

greatest social value of this project is in sharing the participants' stories with others.  There are 

many ways these stories can be interpreted and numerous lessons to be found in each.  Readers, 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  102 

who bring their own life stories to their interpretation, may find new insights into their own 

experiences when reading them.  As one narrative inquirer suggests, "Ultimately this type of 

research has the goal of sharing the knowledge generated from participants' life experiences in a 

larger forum in order to make a difference in the lives of others" (Bruce, 2008, p. 332).  As an 

educator myself, I have new thoughts and questions about my own approach to teaching and new 

insight into working with my partner teachers.  Most importantly, I have found new ways to 

listen and a deeper appreciation for each of our stories.  It was a privilege to sit with participants, 

to hear their stories, and to learn from their experiences.   

I feel like you can really tell when someone is speaking from their core. […] The change 

that happens is in the eyes. […] You just never know what might come out next if you 

keep talking.  Personal Reflection, Research Notes   
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Appendix A 

Interview Guide 

California Naturalist Narratives:  A Study of Teachers' Experiences Learning to be California 

Naturalists 

 

• Greetings, introductions, thank you, ice-breaker 

• Review and signing of consent form, clarifying the use of a pseudonym  

• Re-confirm agreement to the use of recording equipment 

Begin recording 

Guiding interview questions to be used as needed, not a set protocol.  My preference will be for 

the minimal use of direct questions: 

 

• How did you become involved with the Cal Nat program?   

• What was it like, being in the program?  (can you tell me about your experience) 

• Have you had other experiences like this before? 

• What kinds of things stood out to you when you were doing the program?   

• Was there anything in particular that you found especially meaningful? 

• How do you see yourself now that you have completed the Cal Nat program?  Has 

anything changed for you? 

• How would you describe your relationship to the environment? 

• Did you ever find yourself thinking about your students when you were doing the 

program?  (ask to describe/elaborate) 

• How does the environment fit into your teaching? Or does it? (elaborate) 

• Describe what you think of when you think about environmental education. 

• Is there anything that you do differently with your class now that you have done this 

program?  (describe, examples) 

 

Snacks or break to be offered as needed.  Continue until natural conclusion with final prompt: 

• Is there anything else that you would like to add, anything that we've missed? 

End Recording 

Final Debrief to Explain: 

• Optional transcript review, opportunity to contact me to add anything if they like 

• Title of the final study may be slightly different from what it is now during interviews 

• Access to the final report if desired 

• Thank You and Goodbye! 
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Appendix B 

Interpretive Template for Organizing Small Narrative Episodes 

Title  

Small Story  

Complicating 

Action 
 

Significance 

or Value 
 

Version of 

Self and 

Method of 

Construction, 

also, actual 

or 

designated? 

 

Agency 

Position,  

Active and 

Empowered, 

Subject to 

forces, or 

other? 

 

Summary… 

what's going 

on here? 

 

Essential 

Excerpt 
 

Critical 

Reflection 
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Appendix C 

Restoried Narratives 

Would you rather sit in class and listen to a lecture or go outside and touch trees? 

Nancy 

 Nancy's sense of connection to the environment seems innate, a guiding framework present throughout 

her life and expressed in her teaching. 

Environment is like my religion.  So being able to teach geography and incorporate environment is just 

what I need to do.  When I was a little kid I would sometimes go off to the woods and just sit in the 

woods by myself and observe.  I would just sit there like, "OK, something cool is going to happen here."  

I don’t know [if] too many little kids do that.  Or I would go collect flowers and press them in my 

wildflower book and try to learn the names of the wildflowers and stuff, so yeah, I think I've always been 

kind of in that direction.  I don't think it came from my upbringing.   

Already feeling a deep personal connection to the natural world, there are other things that Nancy took 

away from the California Naturalist program.  She appreciated the opportunity to be with kindred spirits 

and learn specifics about the local environment. 

Being in the naturalist program was wonderful.  Probably the best part was just being with a lot of 

people who are real experts.  They had so much to share, so I learned a lot from not just the teachers 

but the other students.  It was just really nice to hang out with people who are as fanatical about nature 

as I am…I felt kind of in awe of some of the people and really grateful to have that experience.   

I think because I'm a Master Gardener…I thought it might enhance my skills as a Master Gardener if I 

knew more about other nature things, and I knew a few people who were doing it and the people who 

were leading it.  Actually, I did see something in the newspaper… I thought, "Whoa, this sounds way 

cool," but then knowing the people encouraged me more to get involved in it.  I just thought it's 

something I really wanted to add to my life, to really know this land better, and I really like the way the 

program focused so much on this county.   

It was a little frustrating not having the energy level that I wanted to have when I went there because I 

had already worked all day.  […] but it was wonderful, the conversations when some expert in flowers or 

whatever would start rambling on about something.  I would just really try to learn as much as I could.  I 

felt like a real apprentice with all these really wise people there.  There was just so much interesting 

stuff.   
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A lot of stuff I learned from the naturalist program, but I also learned a lot just from going on walks with 

my friend.  I learned a lot from her.  She's just done an amazing amount of teaching.  It was probably a 

little hard for her in the Naturalist class because she knew so much and she had to contain herself.  […] I 

was not in that position.    

The part that was not too meaningful to me was they really wanted us to put things on a website.  I 

know that's modern and everything, but if I have an extra half hour I would much rather be outside than 

in front of a computer recording my observations, and I don't have time to sit around looking at other 

peoples' observations.  I only have a certain amount of time, and I just want to be outside, not in front of 

a computer.     

Experiential learning during field trips and other outdoor activities seemed to transform how she 

interprets the world around her.  Beyond new content knowledge, she discovered new ways of seeing. 

It was so great to go out there and have this stuff explained that never really meant that much to me 

before, I mean, I didn't notice.  It was like seeing the skeletons of the land. 

Being more observant, just walking and looking.  I learned how to do it. 

I think my favorite moment was when we did an evening walk and we had this bird call expert with us.  

He had this equipment for making bird noises and he would make owl noises and then we would listen 

to hear if there was an owl responding to us…I had never done anything like that before so it was really 

cool to hear the owls calling back to our recorded owl message.   

Because we had to keep a notebook and record our observations, it forced me to observe things more.  I 

didn't have time to go to some exotic place, so I noticed that there was a mockingbird nest right outside 

my kitchen window, so I just observed that.  For me it was so exciting.  I spent a lot of time perched with 

my feet in the kitchen sink and hanging out the window [to] try to observe the birds.  That was really 

fun.  I'd never done intentional observation like that.  I'm noticing so much more because I learned how 

to do that. 

It was like having a lot of doors open that I didn't even know were there before, so I didn't know they 

were closed!   

Her experiences as a learner seem mirrored in her beliefs as an educator.  She places a high value on the 

importance of real life experiences for deeper understanding. This commitment is clear in the ways she 

navigates the formal school environment while staying true to her teaching philosophy. 

I like students to have authentic experiences as much as possible because it makes for much deeper 

learning.  Any time you can have a real experience you learn a lot more.  We have some really old 

fashioned teachers here.  I do very little lecturing.  You know, this [approach] is "research based."  I think 
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that's just the way I teach but it's kind of like, "Whoa, justify!"  We do a lot of project based stuff, but 

this [research] has really reinforced it.  

If you were a 9th grader, would you rather sit in class and listen to a lecture or go outside and touch 

trees?  And maybe even climb some!  […] but it's a prep school.  So there is a lot of sedentary stuff. 

There aren't specific Common Core standards for geography, but they really emphasize reading and 

writing and speaking, so I try to incorporate as much as possible of reading and writing and the other 

skills that are required by Common Core to integrate into everything…because, you know, we have to 

bow down to Common Core.  I really wanted [geography] to be a whole year course, but in order to do 

that I'd have to rewrite the curriculum totally [...] I spent a lot of time carefully writing the curriculum for 

my geography class and I sent it to UC and it got approved in the first round.   

It's because I'm teaching a year‐long world geography class [that] we're doing the local environment as 

an example of an ecosystem, and that way I can justify lots of field trips and going outside whenever I 

can. 

I don't know if I could handle working in a public school.  This gives me a lot of room for creativity.   

Experiential and environmental learning goals frequently come together in the way she approaches her 

lessons. 

I really wanted to teach [geography] where you start with learning about local geography and then 

expand to the world,  really examine the local ecosystem and get to know the complexities and 

interactions in an ecosystem so that you can apply it to other things in the world.  Because this county 

has so many micro‐climates, it really lends itself to studying ecosystems. 

I want to start with the local geography because we live in a place where the students can have real 

experiences very easily […] I can just take the students for a walk and we can do a lot of things that are 

local geography things right here, also, because so many of my students are foreign or city people who 

haven't had those experiences of seeing how things in nature fit together.  This year I just did oak 

woodlands and we had a really fabulous experience, but the redwoods was so much fun too. 

I want to tell you about this field trip that we did last fall.  We started doing the oak woodlands and I got 

Kate's book and each student read one section of it and then they had to be that animal.  I really wanted 

them to understand how the different species interact with each other.  After they had read some and 

we had done various activities then we went to the natural area.  We got to see the little museum part.  

Oh my gosh, you should have seen the look on their faces when he let them come in to the room where 

they have the specimens.  The kid who was supposed to be a coyote got to touch a real coyote skin, and 

they got to touch all of these things.  Touch real animals, and real plants.  It was just…great. 
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Their big project with this was to make a scrapbook.  This is just the coolest part.  Each student had to 

make a scrapbook like they are that animal.  They had to include all of these things in it, really specific 

things.  They really learned a lot, because they really didn't know about things that are right around 

here.  It's really different doing a scrapbook instead of just the usual, "OK, make a slideshow and do a 

presentation."  This guy […] he really made it just so personal.  "Hi, I'm a wood rat."  I like the way he 

made this just like a scrap of paper instead of making it computer perfect like kids are used to doing 

these days.  Everything has to look like it just came off the printer.  This is a guy who liked the coyote.  It 

was really neat because I had never seen this particular student get that enthusiastic about something 

before.     

As an educator, learner-self may become almost indistinguishable from teacher-self as the experiences of 

one continually inform the other. 

 We went to a local redwood grove and it was really cool for me to go because [of] when they had the 

big fires.  It's small but it's [a] really really beautiful little park, and for people around here going there is 

like going to church.  There were fires all over the place and I really wanted to see what a forest fire 

looked like so I asked the local paper if I could do a story on it.  I got to go in there even though it was 

restricted and got a tour, so then when I brought the students there I could say, "Yeah, when I was here 

in the forest fire and this was burning..."  [I] explained how the changes were, so that was really fun to 

be able to share that knowledge. 

Maybe because I have more information I’m more confident in communicating things about nature.  

When I would take students on a walk because it's such a gorgeous day we couldn't be in the classroom 

[…] I could actually point out some things to them and explain things intelligently.   

To incorporate the environment is just what she needs to do. 

Oh my god, they're going to get so sick of [the environment].  It’s all about that.  We talked about plate 

tectonics and then the county was trying to get an anti‐fracking ordinance passed.  I was able to bring in 

the actual ordinance.  […] We went through this whole "how to analyze a primary document" with 

something that was really going to get voted on the next week, and they learned about fracking.  If 

that's not environmental, I don't know what is.  

 

"Well yeah!  It's like super important, are you kidding?" 

Laura 

Environmentally grounded by life experiences from childhood and time spent outdoors, Laura prefers 

real-life learning, actually being there in order to learn the story of a place and its systems.  She did not 

do the program primarily for her students, this was something that interested her personally.   



OUTSIDE WITHIN  122 

I spent my life, well not my life, but from an early age spent a lot of time outdoors.  We camped.  I was a 

Girl Scout, very active Girl Scout by the way […] I mean back country stuff, I mean roughin' it, not just 

arts and crafts type of Girl Scouts but really very much out there backpacking and camping, doing good.  

Even back then when it wasn't the thing to do to be green, we recycled things.  I backpacked the Grand 

Canyon, and I've done a lot.  So I did not take this class specifically to benefit my teaching.   

[Being in the field] was more of a personal experience but of course it just builds on my knowledge base 

anyway which are things that come out in your teaching naturally.  Things you've experienced and you 

know about are just there.   

The field trips were the best part, to be honest.  Going out and actually being out there was really really 

great.   

Oh god, the best!  OK, this was the best field trip, doing the watershed.  The watershed was fabulous 

because we got to go to both dams which was amazing […] just to see the whole watershed.  I mean 

from the headlands almost all the way down to the outlet.  That was really cool, very educational.   

It was being there and learning the story […] and the history, and the plans […] and the impact on the 

locals.  So it was educational that way, I got to learn exactly what was going on.  But for me it's all about 

how's it affecting the plants and animals in the area, and how about the fish?  There were no fish there 

at the time because of the drought, but, that is surely a concern, and to see that up close...  "OK, look at 

this, what's going to happen?"  I don't know where those fish are going to…they're just going to die, or 

they're not going to be able to swim out to the beach where they belong. 

I just feel privileged because it's not open to the public mainly.   It was an honor to get to go up there 

and just get the back story.  It was just like, "Whoa!"  I've heard about these places but I'd never gotten 

to go and actually see them and just get the whole picture of the watershed.  It was really cool.  I 

learned stuff that day for sure. 

It may have been a different experience if there had been more teachers in the group.  I think the focus 

could have been different.  For me, this was more for me, just to be honest.  It was for my own personal 

benefit and enjoyment.    

 Laura came to teaching as a second career, but had always wanted to teach. She has a clear vision for 

what and how she would like to teach and puts a lot of her own time into seeking additional resources, 

attending trainings, and developing projects that support her students.   

I'm a mid‐year career changer, though.  I was not always a teacher.  I always wanted to teach so I went 

back to school, got my credential up here. 

It was really amazing how it all happened […] everything just sort of fell into place.  Or maybe I made it 

happen.  "I will teach here."  I love teaching.   
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Then [I] did special ed for some reason.  It was a special ed Masters and I wanted to do it on the benefits 

of environmental education […] and outdoor ed and place based learning for especially special ed kids.  

Then I just said, "Ahhhhh" and I wanted to teach science.  I kind of changed direction. 

Science is, in my opinion, one of the most engaging and funnest topics to actually teach, because I've 

taught it all as a special ed teacher.  Science just lends itself to all this great stuff.  I did it with special ed 

kids too […] We could take them out to the farm, take them to the frog pond, so I did more field trips 

with them because they were a small group.   

Anyway, back to the environmental studies, that's what I'm most interested in.  I like to teach kids about 

the importance of pollinators and thus the garden.  They don't really understand how everything fits 

together.  I did a wheel class for 6th graders last year on environmental science […] more extra 

environmental stuff.  You know, testing soil and the pollinators, environmental stuff.  

There was no curriculum that was given to me to teach [the class].  I just came up with [it].  I dislike 

textbooks to be honest.  I pull from all sorts….in fact, I love The Natural Inquirer, it's a publication.  It's 

environmental stuff, but free.  I still have to adhere to the standards.  It's just hard to fit it all in.  I mean 

it's almost like you have to remove some of that other stuff you normally do in our textbook and replace 

it with this other stuff.   

As Laura herself enjoys learning outdoors, she also believes in the power of experiential learning for her 

students and as an alert educator is always on the lookout for opportunities that might benefit her 

students. 

It's so different to actually be there and experience it rather than reading it in a book.  That's why I've 

always thought environmental ed was really important, being able to take your kids out so they can 

experience it rather than just read about it.  Make it real.   

A few years ago 5th grade teachers or somebody got tired of doing [science camp], so they brought it to 

us and said, "Well does anybody here at the middle school want to…"  [I'm] going, "Well yeah!  It's like 

super important, are you kidding?"  So we take them to a camp up in the mountains.   Those beautiful 

old redwoods, the kids dig it.  They learn a lot.  It's my favorite time of year.  It's always over early in the 

school year too, like, "Darn it!  Outdoor school's over!" 

I really enjoyed actually being the only teacher in our [California Naturalist] group.  There were mostly 

people who were docents, you know like nature center docents or park docents.  There were a whole 

bunch of them in my particular class.  Which was cool because you'd have really interesting 

conversations with them on "What are you doing?" because I was always looking at the educational 

angle, right?  So, "What do you have for teachers and students with your organization that would be 

useful to us?"  That part was awesome.   
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I did [think about students] when there were activities that I thought I could apply in the classroom.  

One in particular that comes to mind, was a speaker brought in a bunch of native plants and we actually 

dissected flowers with little paper clips and it was like, "Oh man!" and me, I'm like, "I could do that with 

my kids!"  That is the one that pops into my mind the most that I used immediately, probably that very 

year with my environmental science class. […] especially [since] it ties in to the pollinating garden.   

In a climate of changing standards, teachers must redesign their approach to curriculum.  Part of an 

innovative department, Laura is a collaborative leader but is sometimes frustrated by obstacles.  She is 

not afraid to break away from standards when she feels it's important and puts a lot of personal time 

and energy into planning curriculum because she believes that what she is teaching is important. 

Next year with the Next Gen Science Standards [environment] will be everywhere, an integrated model.  

We’re very excited about our plan.  A great department.  We're really trying to be forward thinking in 

how to deal with it.  Rather than all of us trying to become semi‐expert in all three disciplines, we've 

proposed a quarter length wheel.  [Students] are going to a teacher who really knows their stuff.  We 

figured that would be more beneficial for everybody.  I think it's kind of on the cutting edge on how do 

you deal with the Next Gen Science Standards.  It'll be the first year anybody's tried anything like this, so 

we'll see.  It is very exciting.  We've had a lot of support from our administrator which has been great.   

I just wish the English department would help us out here and do some more reading of non‐fiction 

expository text.  Common Core.  You know how it is with school politics.  Some teachers have been 

doing the same thing for years and years.  We could be doing something else that may be science 

related.  I mean, when I do a lot of this group work, kids having conversations and talking about specific 

questions, that is very Common Core.  English, I thought they were supposed to start doing more science 

related reading and writing.  We're supposed to be working together.   

Now we're doing Environmental Detectives […] that comes from the Lawrence Hall of Science.  We just 

started the "Mystery of the Dying Fish."  It's really an awesome unit, they learn a lot. 

I certainly like the Environmental Detectives unit because you're looking at all kinds of things like 

pollution from vehicles, factories, sediments, acid rain.  It's very multi‐faceted.  It's really fabulous.  It's a 

big project based learning thing that takes quite a while.  The kids get into it because they get to see all 

of the different [angles] you wouldn't even think of.   

Eighth graders, that's a little trickier.  I mean, I took them to the estuary even though it's not in our 

standards for 8th grade to do anything like that.  They really liked it.  They learned a lot about the 

importance of estuaries.  So that's how I do it.   

The engineering piece [of environmental NGSS]?  That's going to be tricky.  I haven't really thought 

about it a whole lot, yet.  This summer.  It is hard to come up with all that stuff when you're in the 

middle of your school year.  I used to be here all the time.  One week my husband's going, "You've got to 
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stay at home.  What are you doing?"  This summer I'll put my head on some new stuff we'll work on, 

because the environment, it's so important, and it can be tied in to a lot of different things. 

An innovator in the classroom, Laura also has a vision for outdoor environmental projects but can get 

worn down by some of the challenges.   She believes in what she is doing and tries to work within the 

system but is not afraid to stand up to obstacles when the system doesn't make sense.  She is patient and 

persistent and will fight for what she believes is right for students and for the environment.   

I'm just kind of tired.  It's tiring because it's a 24/7 job.  I'm feeling it more now than I did six, seven years 

ago, but I know I'm doing good things.  I mean I know that the kids are learning a lot of important stuff 

from me, and I know that definitely there are a lot, there's a handful I know for sure, that this has made 

an impact on.  They are doing more on their own for environmental things.  That's really cool.   

We planted some little pine saplings out, because my dream is to reforest this campus, but it's not going 

to happen.  Maintenance dudes who like their mowers and their lawn, I've learned that it's hard to fight 

that.  I had kids a couple of years ago in my little Lorax club, we planted pine seeds […] and they got to 

be tall enough to transplant.  I tried to do everything right.  OK, we wanted to plant them here.  My 

vision was "this" and so we got everybody's approval.  We were out there planting trees one day.  My 

kids were so excited you know, "Yay, our little trees!" and one of the maintenance guys who's been here 

a really really long time and thinks he's in charge saw us.  "What are you guys doing?"  I’m going, "Oh, 

we just finished planting our trees," which we had permission to plant.  He just launched into this whole 

thing about the irrigation system and the mower and the this and the that in front of my students, and I 

was going, "We're trying to do a good thing here."  So that's what I run into. 

"No, we're not in trouble, we got approval to put in our trees, don't worry."  [The students] were OK, 

and they're very attached now.  They check on their trees regularly and they make sure they've got 

enough water.  That's the kind of stuff you run into at a school.  Another friend of mine, she used to try 

to do things like that too.  She says, "I gave up and decided just to focus on my own home," because it's 

just frustrating.   

It did take me a couple of years to actually get the garden thing to happen.  Again, the district 

maintenance department wanted to have their hand in it.  They wanted to make sure that I was going to 

take care of it, […] maintain it and make sure there's proper drainage.  But then I got kind of stubborn.  I 

just went ahead and started.  The head maintenance guy got a little mad at me.  Anyway, but once they 

said, "OK," great.  I tried to get grant money and put those beds in, get the kids involved monitoring 

pollinators and taking care of the plants.   

It is so different.  You've got us who are environmentalists and you've got those who are not necessarily, 

and that's kind of a battle.  But you know, if I were to try to get real political with it and go to the media 

or if I tried to really push people?  That's not how I am.  I just started with the trees.  I thought I'd start 

there.  They complain about it costing so much for the water because of our water problem, but why not 
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look at an alternative then, rather than continuing to water and mow?   So I kind of, I don't know, 

washed my hands of it a little bit right now.  I've got to regroup, because I was so upset that one day! 

Guided by an attitude of environmental respect, Laura leads by example and knows that how she lives 

her life is as much a part of how she teaches as what she teaches.  Recognized by a major science center 

for her environmental contributions to the community, others are aware of how important she is too.    

To motivate [students] to on their own decide they're going to take action?  That's really cool.  I mean 

you have to try to teach it without the gloom and doom piece, right?  Make it positive, like what you can 

do to make things better, because it can get kind of gloomy.  I think what I do is important and I like 

what I do.  It's like, there's nothing else that's more important!  It's the future, you know, our planet.  

Talk about important, right? 

 I do everything I can in my personal life that benefits the environment.  That's how I live my life.  It's 

funny because I questioned why the science center…"Why are you guys picking me?"  There are lots of 

other teachers here who do more than I do, and they're going, "Laura, you don't realize.  You don’t see 

what you do."  I guess it's just the way I live my life.  But for me it goes back to again to being a kid and 

being out there in the natural world a lot.  If I don't take care of it or teach my students […] if my 

attitudes come through to them and I share with them, everything there is to love about the 

environment, then maybe that will spur them to become little mini activists.   

 

My relationship to the environment…it has a lot to tech me. 

Eric 

Fundamentally a scientist as well as a teacher, Eric has not given up his ecologist roots in becoming an 

educator.  He draws on his passion for learning through exploration as inspiration for working with 

students, seeming to satisfy his own need for scientific engagement while exciting students about the 

natural world through authentic science experiences.  

I was a grad student and I was TA'ing, and I liked TA'ing.  In the hall in the department there was a flier 

advertising for a job and I was finishing up my thesis, so I just threw in an application for this private 

school.  I didn't get the job, but they referred me to a start‐up charter school.  It's an amazing school.  

It's still off the charts.  It was good to be a founding teacher of that school.  I wanted to get a PhD, but 

then I really liked…every year when I had to sign a contract, I kept signing it.  Probably about three or 

four years in I was like, "I really like teaching," and so "OK, I'll stay here."   

Working with the kids and the excitement, colleagues and freedom, I just like interacting with kids and I 

can't see myself behind a desk.  Then I started thinking, "Well, maybe I could still do research with the 

kids while teaching and not have to go into the complete academia thing."   
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I'm excited about the subject. […]  I like how it's kind of a discovery.  You can teach kids some new stuff.  

In science you can tie in math, history, a lot of different subjects, and I like the inquiry.  I like how there's 

a lot more freedom for kids to play and explore and to change their minds and ideas a little bit.  It's kind 

of how I've always done it.  It's really neat to see them…you can teach them something but also 

demonstrate through an experiment a lot of the time. 

My background was marine ecology, so I've always tied in ecology.  I try to instill the connection 

between ecology and the environment with genetics and the importance of that.  Most of my lens is 

through evolution, but it's a genetic evolution.  I don’t really teach evolution until, I mean I teach it and 

it's implied in almost everything, but I don’t go over Darwin until they understand what genes are and 

genetics is.  Then it just really clicks.  My wife's an ecologist, I'm an ecologist, or I studied ecology.  I think 

at least at the 7th grade level they like bugs and plants and neat stuff.   

By connecting with the natural world through learning, appreciating the world through scientific 

understanding, and helping students engage through authentic science experiences, Eric brings his own 

learner experience into the classroom.  Evident in his California Naturalist reflections as well, he 

continually applies what he learns to teaching. 

I like to learn about new things and try to identify things.  I got really into mushrooms and stuff this year.  

So just kind of going out and learning them all down here, where they are and what to do.   

…the more I learn about it […] I actually wrote a lesson for kids and I got field guides and everything but I 

haven't really seen much rain.  But you've got to tie in the trees, you've got to tie in the soil, you've got 

to tie in the weather, and they learn about keying out things.  It's a neat, neat lesson.  I think a lot of kids 

can learn to tune in to what's going on, what they are doing, what's their environmental role, so I'm 

trying to write a lesson around that.   

The reason I took the [California Naturalist] class was to almost think about how I could take this and 

work with this program in a high school setting.  So I had that in the back of my mind.  Or how could this 

be a potential field trip?  I'm not an expert, but can I take them on a geology walk?  I'm not my friend, 

can I inspire kids on plants as much as he's done that to me?  So those kind of things, and that's 

intimidating sometimes.   

I didn't know what I was getting into, so I would really just go and learn some cool stuff by some great 

speakers.  I don't even know if I have my certificate yet.  That wasn’t important to me.  It was more 

[that] I was learning about cool things in nature.  I was just interested, and my friend was really excited 

about it.  I was thinking more as a teacher that would actually use it as a way to teach kids too.   

[…] also to work with the botanic garden, get my students doing restoration projects and tying that in 

with the curriculum.  So that was kind of what was in it…restoration and learning about the natural 

world almost as an elective for kids.   
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I liked sitting for an hour and listening and learning and then I loved the field trips too.  So I had fun with 

that.  But in the back of my mind, I was constantly thinking about [how]I want to know this stuff, but 

then how could I get kids to do some of these things?  

I loved the Saturday field trips […] I was inspired over the plants and stuff like that.  The geology one was 

pretty cool because he would take us to the beaches and we would see some things, the plant ones with 

some of the local botanists that would come on these trips […] those were cool.  One speaker talked and 

gave a workshop on drawing and that was amazing.  I did develop…there was a talk, the guy who started 

iNaturalist, he talked about some citizen science projects and that's what, as a teacher, I love doing.  I'm 

still fine tuning one right now.   

Some of the sites I've been but I never really had that perspective, like the geology lesson.  […]  We saw 

the sandstone and mudstone, then north we got to see a lot of the other formations.  It was just pretty 

amazing how we could see the geology.  Then we got to go to this special base way up […] to look at this 

special Manzanita and see that area.  So again, this was very botany, but there were some great talks 

that weren't botany.  Bird behavior, drawing, iNaturalist, citizen science, stuff like that, so that was 

good. 

I mean, I got overwhelmed because I studied zoology and I became interested in plants.  […] It's always 

these scientific names they're talking about, but it starts clicking.  I've got a sense for the basics and 

basic families in this area. […] I do like it in terms of restoration and native plants.  I just did restoration 

with the seventh graders today, so I feel pretty comfortable with that. 

Beyond learning new information, Eric was introduced to other ways of experiencing the natural world 

which he practices himself and uses with his students. 

There was another amazing talk by a birder.  […]  He's a professor emeritus up there, but he's this 

amazing birder and very quiet.  He said some amazing stuff to me like, "You've got to…" kind of being 

quiet and observant, "…and if you're quiet and observant, nature starts coming to you."  I still do that 

and teach that to the kids.  He used an analogy:  When you move through nature it's almost like you're a 

boat going through this really calm lake and you leave kind of a wake of disturbance, so you've got to be 

quiet and observe.  It's true, and I've practiced that with a lot of kids and my son.  If you're just very 

quiet and sit for a while some cool things happen and it's exciting.   

I've had kids do journaling exercises and I still do journaling activities.  I think that's a really important 

part of observing nature.  There's technology and the video and that's cool stuff, but I think you can't 

just have that.  You need to go back to sitting and being quiet and reflecting.  With that said though, the 

first day I had those tablets with the camera, the one goal was just to go take photos.  Kids were taking 

photos of plants that they had never seen.   They were really using the technology on something they 

normally just walk by, and they were actually observing.  One girl took a photo of a plant in the garden 

over there and she came back and she was looking at it, how pretty it was, but then she saw these 
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aphids on there.  She would never have seen those aphids if she had never taken the photo.  It was just 

an interesting observation.  They could do the same if they draw, but from what I saw it was pretty 

amazing how engaged they were when I did that.   

Citizen science is a primary means through which he engages students in understanding science and the 

natural world and he has created several authentic science projects for them to participate in. 

I was more inspired at the time by citizen science […] it adds value to the classroom activity, because 

kids are actually recording data that is going to be used by other people.  The teacher can create a 

website.  I created one for here.  It's a work in progress.  My goal [is] to start documenting all the species 

they see and maybe look at the phenophase when things start to change.  I really want to get it online 

so we have students tying this new technology with conservation biology.   

They can pull out their iPhone and plug in an iNaturalist app and […] take a photo of something they see, 

write the details and share it with someone, and they can get feedback from another student on what 

they saw.  But I'm more for…I like to have them use the internet to look at data, post their data to the 

internet so other people can use [it] and see patterns.   There's a buckeye tree over there.  We're doing 

the phenophase.  Students took photos and measured when it was just a twig and now it's already 

starting to leaf.  So they're recording dates of when these happen […] and there's Project Budburst 

where you can enter it online and look at data patterns.  Start building their studies.  That's just this 

year, and I influenced another teacher to do it, so there are some 7th graders doing that project.  It's 

fun.   

In addition to working with authentic data collection and interpretation, Eric finds opportunities for 

physical  outdoor learning, especially environmentally beneficial activities such as native plant 

restoration while tying in the underlying scientific principles that make the work meaningful. 

We still do some restoration and native plant planting.  It takes a lot of work to do, just removing weeds 

and things like that without a lot of spraying.  We tie in the sprays and the importance of natives, and 

bringing back animal life and insect lives and saving water and things like that.  If we can instill that, 

that's a neat thing that kids can take back with them, but I really make sure that they know why they're 

doing it.  We talk about the science of what makes weeds different than other plants, invasive species, 

and the importance of diversity.  That’s something I feel is really important because I could just easily 

say, "Hey, we're just going to go out here," and some kids would just do it.  I don't feel good about doing 

that. 

[On another upcoming trip] I'll do a tour and focus basically on different habitats and then we're 

meeting up with one of the botanists there and we're going to do some Vinca removal.  We talk about 

restoration, why it's important […] I specifically asked for it.  I know one of the head flower and plant 

people and so I…last year she worked with us and we did some Vinca removal.  They won't say it at the 

front desk and the education people won't say it, but if you talk to the plant people they might do it. 
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I see some kids that are normally just a mess in a classroom but then you go outside and they're 

probably the most engaged and excited, and they're excited to talk about the topic.  It's really 

interesting and I want to do that more.  Like this one kid, I had to email his mom.  I was like, "I just took 

him outside and he was the most excited, engaged…"  Studying birds, you know.   This little kid was 

excited about how many white crowned sparrows he had seen.  It's pretty cool.  He's had behavioral 

issues and then you take him out there and he's excited.  I was like "Oh, man!"  That makes me feel like 

a bad teacher.  It was like, "I need to actually do something that inspires his learning more often," you 

know?   

If it's a good lesson it's really valuable seeing them connect, and just observing, observing differences 

and things like that.  We always reflect at the end, what did we learn, what's important.  You've got to 

let go and let the kids do it.  Let them go and do things, which is sometimes hard for some teachers, 

sometimes for me too […] but if it's a good lesson then it’s extremely valuable for me to see it out there 

and see them doing things.   

Ultimately, Eric's hope is to encourage conservation and stewardship for the future. 

My relationship to the environment [is] hopefully not very impactful.  I always want to learn more, it has 

a lot to tech me.  I sometimes get really depressed.  I taught AP Environmental Science once and I don't 

know if I'd do that again.  Kids started… you know, you start showing all this information and all the 

data.  It's kind of crazy.  As humans we have to make some really important decisions about our future.  

It got me really thinking a lot in terms of this stuff.  I get depressed every now and then especially now 

that I'm a father and I think about the future for him.  I try to maintain positive but when you start 

looking at things it doesn't always look so great.   

You hear about the giraffes and they're losing so much habitat every day.  It's like, "Oh my gosh, are 

these animals going to be in the wild when my son's my age?"  Sometimes I get depressed about that 

stuff, but I do maintain hope.  Hopefully raise him to be a person who's a good steward to the 

environment and make some differences.  I try to do that with the kids too.  We try to…I mean, just 

teaching these kids is not going to be enough, they've got to teach other people.  They've got to lead by 

example, so hopefully that happens.   

 

It's about just making sure that our natural environment is truly appreciated for what it is. 

Gwen 

 Gwen feels a deep essential link to the natural world.  Thinking beyond her career as a classroom 

teacher, she would like to become more involved in sharing her love of nature with others.  The California 

Naturalist Program offered an opportunity to move more in that direction and give her something to 

enjoy that was totally unrelated to teaching.  However, due to a series of coincidences and revelations, 
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her time in the program has unexpectedly led to a powerful reinvigoration of her approach to teaching 

EE in addition to opportunities for natural history interpretation with the general public. 

There's a new local group here.  Last year they did their first California Naturalist class and they're doing 

it again, so they've really reached out and want me to get it more in the schools.  Well, that'll come 

out….that's exactly why I took the program was to do something different than what I do with the rest 

of my life, but as I'll tell you, it morphed.   

I wanted to move over into environmental, not necessarily environmental education probably more 

interpretation, and I wanted to move into that [state park] area, so this for me was a great area to do it.  

But now I'm even thinking if I do retire in the next 4 to 5 years that I think I'll probably even come back 

here and do volunteer stuff with some sort of environmental ed.   

For me [the environment] is everything.  It's my whole base, it's my strength.  The few times I've lived in 

an environment where it's all cement I felt completely disconnected from my whole being.  To me, it's 

like the whole basis of who I am is being out there.  Sometimes that feels weird, like when I go out with 

some of my friends who know every single plant name.  I think, "I don't know a lot of plant names and I 

don't tend to remember them, but I do know the system more."  It's everything, it's my spiritual base, 

and that's in so many different aspects, and it always has been.  I think growing up, and I did grow up in 

the woods, so I just depend on it for everything.  I can't be away from it too long.  I can't imagine living 

somewhere where I couldn't go out, even though this is pretty urban here, but you know there's a deer 

carcass not very far over in those woods right over there, and I know it's there, you know?  Things have 

been eating on it and that's just good to know.  I need to know it personally.   

I think my whole spiritual being was always in the wilderness.  As soon as I could drive I was going up to 

the mountains and backpacking with friends.  As a teenager, as soon as I could get up there, that was my 

spiritual home.   

That's what's so weird is that I ended up back here and I'm right in the same woods.  Growing up, you 

know, when we were kids we had horses and you'd get up in the morning and get the horses and go ride 

all day.  There were no cell phones, nobody checked up on you.  Growing up we were just allowed to 

roam.  I think I just always grew up really immersed in the woods.   

I think when you grow up in that area it’s like you just become, it's how you become a steward.  I think 

that's kind of the goal.   

 From the beginning, there has been a relationship between her teaching philosophy and concern for the 

environment grounded in empathy and a desire to promote kindness.  She has included the environment 

in teaching as much as possible as time and location have allowed. 
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I started wanting to be a teacher and I don’t know why.  Partly because I always felt like school was so 

much more sterile and uncomfortable than it had to be.  I felt like it could be more, I don't know, more 

kind as a student myself growing up.   

The week after I got my credential I thought, "I want to work up there in the woods."  I was there eight 

years.   

We were down on the river a lot.  We were doing all sorts of environmental stuff just by living there.  

They knew more about the fish and stuff up there than I did at that time.  I just really wanted to be a 

part of influencing kids' thinking and being kinder to the world in general, to people too.  I just really 

wanted to be part of kids being kinder to the world.   

I didn't always do much environment.  There's just so much.  I've been overwhelmed, especially as a 

young teacher, very overwhelmed at just how much you have to do in a day, to get though, but it's 

always been pretty related to me, the two things.   

 In her early years of teaching, Gwen used existing curriculum resources to help teach about the 

environment.  Recent experiences with the program and related projects have reshaped her approach to 

connecting students with the natural world through frequent nearby nature encounters. 

That's one reason the California Naturalist Program was so enticing to me, because I had kind of gotten 

away from doing environmental ed because there's certainly no support in the State system.  [It] re‐

directed my energy to where I could just take some aspects of the program and easily, "OK, I'm just 

going to do this with the kids.  We're going to talk about trees this week and then we're going to go out 

on the field trip and then we're going to do some art projects to go along with it."  Gave me some new 

stuff to do other than the same old tired stuff I had done before.   

I immediately knew I wanted to do my capstone at the state park.  So as soon as the course started I 

went over, and you can't do anything in the park unless you're an official volunteer.   So that was the 

next best thing…it turns out this school […] is right smack dab in the middle of the state park.  It's 

surrounded by it.  Then on top of it, I live a mile that way through the woods, through the park.  I've 

always been really involved in environmental things, but never professionally or never big projects, so 

for me it was about doing something where I could really delve into this area and the wildlife and the 

plants.  Just be completely focused in this area.  So it's worked out perfectly […] I did it up there in the 

daycare part of the school.   

My goal that year was to get my certification by the end of the summer because I wanted to move into 

other things, and so I knew I could get it done if I worked here with the school.  My capstone ended up 

being:  Introducing children to wildlife tracking using track boxes.  Basically what I did to get the 

certification was I made the track boxes, that was huge for me […] and I did a volunteer thing with the 

daycare kids up there.  I used mostly second grade kids and I'd take them out in groups of five or six.  

We'd just go out and look for signs of wildlife, a little bit of plant, but mostly just looking for signs of 
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wildlife.  Then we'd put the track box out and the next morning I'd come back and we'd go out and find 

the tracks, which amazingly works.   

For me, if I can get the kids tied into that little tiny piece of woods up there and get them some sort of 

respect for the animals that live there, then I'm doing my job.  I have kids who are hunters and they are 

of course form all sorts of different areas, that's why I just want them sensitized to what they're actually 

out there seeing and living with.  So, yeah, it has tied in now to teaching, definitely. 

Going through the course and just doing all the field trips and realizing, "I could do field trips with these 

guys," which I always did before, but it's different.  If I have 20 minutes we can do a quick field trip up 

there and go identify California Black Oaks.  That's what I mean by more focused.  More like, "OK if they 

learn four tree names this year, four native trees which are up there, then that's my goal for that," and I 

can tie it into the state curriculum, that's always easy to do.  I'm focusing my environmental education 

more on the way the California Naturalist Program does it where you study forestry for a week […] then 

you do wildlife for a week.  I'm not doing it by weeks, certainly, but it's like I'm compartmentalizing.  It's 

pulling the whole thing together better for them.   

It's not like you learn certain things in California Naturalist that just completely move into the classroom, 

but it's that mentality of just being close to the natural world.  It gave me a really good avenue to do 

that with the kids.  Where before it was like you get different pooled lessons or different programs, but 

California Naturalist just kind of tied it all together.  So I do use it.  I'm constantly doing things.   

Second grade has always done an animal [report].  They just choose any animal in the world, and I 

limited it to local mammals.  At first I thought, "Well maybe I’m kind of limiting them and they can't just 

choose their elephant or whatever they want."  But it was really great because the overlap with the kids, 

it became much more alive for them because they were all talking about animals that lived in the same 

area.  They could see how they interacted more.  It again goes back to that, "If you can know your little 

space, then you can branch out from there."   

Last year I had an expert birder come and we did a walk up on the nature trail looking at birds.  But to 

me one of the best evaluations of how well it's working, environmental education with my class, was we 

were up on the nature trail and this bird flew behind a tree.  The expert didn't see it, but one of my 

students did and he said, "Oh, there went another one over there," and the expert said, "So where is it?" 

and he said, "It's right on one of the top branches on that incense cedar right behind that really big 

ponderosa pine tree."  I just remember the birder guy put his glasses down, he was just … over the kids' 

heads, nobody saw it, he looked at me and went, "What?"  It was like, "Yes! It's working," and it was 

perfectly natural, you know?  He wasn’t trying to impress.  This kid was just trying to get him to the bird.  

To me that was the coolest thing.  It was like, "OK, this has been worth the year tromping up there." 

You know, when you're involved in anything environmental it becomes your whole life…it's like I have to 

do this with the kids.  For kids, the younger they are, they really want to explore their immediate 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  134 

environment.  They can't even see the Grand Canyon, really.  So for me with the kids age seven to nine 

in this class, if can tie them in to that little area right up there, that's going to make more impact than 

anything else I can do. 

 Beyond the classroom, Gwen is committed to introducing more of the general public to local natural 

history through the state park to help them appreciate what's out there as well.   

This is fascinating to me, you mention California Naturalist to people in the parks and some people get 

really excited, "Oh, that's so cool," and then some people are like, "Oh, how does that relate to State 

Parks at all?  How could that possibly relate?"  I'm not kidding, a lot of people.  It is so weird.  So in my 

little garden group, these are Master Gardeners and they're a whole different mindset.  They don't tend 

to be terribly environmentally based from what I'm seeing of the group that I'm with, so to them it's not 

that interesting.  So what's happened is there is a very small group that's broken off and we're now a 

whole different [group].       

Primarily what I would like to have is some sort of natural history represented in the park.  Jim and I 

thought, "We're just going to hit the ground running."  […]   Then the reality of dealing with State Parks 

and rangers and people who are overworked […] it's going to be a much slower process than we 

thought.  We don't have anybody at the park doing native tours.  No interpretation out in the back 

country at all.  Because I'm really becoming very entrenched in the volunteer group, it's going to be 

easier, I think, to pull stuff out on the trails.  In fact, I'm thinking of becoming a Sierra Club leader 

because then I could be leading trips through Sierra Club in the park and do an overlap.  That system's 

already set and I'm a volunteer at the park so I can start overlapping it.   

I did talk to the head interpreter for this whole district of state parks.  He said, "Well if you're going to do 

interpretive stuff on natural history here," he said, "you should start in the gardens," which to me is not 

even the same thing.  I’m interested in the gardens because I'm interested in gardens and because there 

were already volunteer groups in place.  The cool thing is I'm now a garden tour guide.  This is one of the 

oldest estate gardens in California and it was developed in the Arts and Crafts style which of course is 

bringing nature in.  I don't think when the head interpreter told me, that he realized it did relate that 

much to the natural world.  It was developed on a barren hillside that had been significantly impacted by 

the mining history.  I'm trying to show these different areas where it ties in, where it blends with the 

natural world.   

So I keep with this thing.  I keep pushing the Arts and Crafts thing because the Arts and Crafts style, it's 

huge for that garden and that area and how they did pull back in the native plants along with mostly 

trees.  It's just an interesting historical perspective.  That's how I've spent more of my volunteer hours 

for California Naturalist, actually over there.   

Being a part of something bigger 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  135 

I don't know where I want to get with [citizen science] yet, but on the California Naturalist website they 

have a whole list of things you can do.  I'd just like to be able to help with a bigger project in some way.  

If I can just have a little bit of input into that big global thing they're doing, if I can do my little part I'll 

feel like I accomplished something.    

When I do actually get my stuff downloaded on iNaturalist, I feel like I’m part of a bigger global 

ecological study.  I feel like that's where I need to be, that's where I want to put my energy.  I can do 

that when I won't be able to be out hiking, I'll be able to do stuff like that.  So it's just a way of getting 

out there to do my part. 

Ultimately Gwen hopes to help protect the natural world and do whatever she can to help others choose 

to do the same.     

I just want to spend the rest of my time in the school trying to be… and I'm not doing enough.  There's 

so much pressure on the other academic areas it's hard to get it all in.  So if I can do something every 

week even to get them… and just being a steward, trying to help save what we have left.  I've always 

been really comfortable out in the woods and I just want other people to respect it and save it, save 

what's left.   

My first plan for a capstone, and I talked to the superintendent, was to do a traditional nature trail up 

there with the little posts and the numbers and the guide to it.  Then somebody else, an upper grade 

teacher did a grant for a science thing, and they said they were taking over the nature trail, they were 

going to do something up there.  It was like, "Fine, I have other things to do," and as I said, last year I 

was exploring how I wanted to use California Naturalist for myself.  I noticed not only has nothing been 

done, but we're even using it more for a…it's not really a landfill, but it's compost.   

Then what happened this summer that I was doing all this stuff with the kids…The fire marshal came in 

and did a 100 foot clearing behind the buildings.  That was fine, but there was a litter of foxes that had 

been born that summer and they were living in a blackberry patch.  So I came in and I met my friend Jim, 

we were going to go up and decide where to put our little posts with signs, and they were clearing the 

whole area, and there had been a trap set up for a feral cat.  I said to the guys clearing, "Did you see a 

cat trap there?" and they go, "Oh yeah, there was a fox in there.  I've never seen a fox that mad, but we 

gave it to somebody who just took it away."  It was the mother.  It wasn't mad, it was trying to get back 

to its babies.  It was very disturbing to me…and it was like, these baby foxes are up there, I don't know if 

they survived.  The whole thing was so emotional.  It was almost like I had to stand in front of the 

bulldozers kind of thing, you know?  So I just sort of backed off and thought, "I will just use the trail as I 

can," and there's still lots of foxes around so I'm hoping they're those three babies. 

To me, the fact that those foxes were living… like when the preschool back doors would open and they 

would see them sometimes, isn't that like a gift?  But it wasn't perceived that way by some people, so 
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I'm really trying to be very sure that I protect them, but I need to be more proactive.  Since nothing has 

happened I'm going to step back in.  It's time. 

My friend Jim said, "You need to jump in and be at the forefront of those people."  I do need to jump in 

and actually be the one.  I clearly have to be the one who's going to protect that area.  It's just a matter 

of getting my energy up to do it.  That's probably my next goal and it's probably the most important 

thing I can do here, is at least get that set aside.   

Through participation in the program, she has found a new and supportive community providing 

encouragement and helping with ideas and resources to do more.   

I think the biggest thing has been the community, which I had not even thought of until this morning.  

Having that broader based community and having people to rely on, and just becoming part of a 

community that's got a bigger purpose.  I think that's been the most important thing.  And now that 

there are more people coming around, like I have a few people here, somebody else from the garden 

group at the park is taking the class…I think it's not just a sense of community, but having the resources 

of community to achieve more. 

In fact the one person, Jim who lives across the street, we went through the training at the state park 

together.  It just gives you more impetus when you're with somebody else like that.   

For example, this nature trail, I feel like I'm kind of on my own against the big corporation.  With 

California Naturalist it's given me that sense of community where just in developing plans with my kids 

I've had help, also giving me a place to use my passion, to focus it, with both citizen science, which I 

haven’t done a whole lot with because I've been so busy, and then developing things at the park too.  I 

think having the resources and somebody behind you to help you get through it, to achieve more.   

 A devoted educator who has included the environment in teaching for most of her career, Gwen has 

realized after events of that summer that her true motivation is slightly different from what she thought 

and continues to share her re-focused passion with the world.   

Right before I did my presentation on the capstone project I thought, "Here I'm doing this thing.  I'm 

looking up all these lesson plans from National Zoo.  I'm doing all this stuff and it's all totally focused on 

the kids, you know, and getting them out there and identifying tracks and being sensitized to the 

animals," and right at the last minute I thought, "You know what?  This isn't about the kids, it's about 

the foxes."  I mean maybe that's just me, but it's about protecting them and making sure that kids get 

sensitized.   

I realized it's about saving them out there.   [The] fox mother that was trapped and taken away really 

affected me after doing this.  So my whole thing with getting in the park is:  it's about the animals.  It's 

great seeing the kids too.  It's about the kids, it's about them, but it's about just making sure that our 
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natural environment is truly appreciated for what it is.  That's what I want out in the park, is to make it 

on a bigger level.   

 

I'm just learning the most fascinating things all the time and I can't wait to tell someone about them. 

Robyn 

Robyn is an educator to her very core.  In describing classroom teaching, her compassion for students is 

obvious.  Now in retirement, she has found an opportunity to give in new ways as an informal educator 

and botanic garden docent. Driven to learn and share knowledge, Robyn has found through this new 

venue the opportunity to pursue her passion without the struggles of contemporary classroom demands.   

This has been sort of a really important shift in my life since my retirement.  I was an English teacher, 

which in continuation high school is complicated, but I loved the work and I loved working with the kids.  

I was one of these that said, "I've just got to make every day count."  I put a lot of pressure on myself to 

keep up and do the best job I could, so when I retired it was a wonderful relief.  It was kind of like, "I 

don’t have to try so hard anymore," and like I need to let my heart have a break because it's just been 

caring so much. 

I loved teaching, and in continuation high school you don't just teach English.  For example, I taught 

health.  Pretty much they say, "Teach what you think is important."   You have to figure out for that 

audience, what do they need to know most?  That was so important.  That was probably what fired up 

the passion I had for teaching.   

My last few years of teaching, our district was so focused on teaching to the test, it was really dreadful 

and joyless because of the screws.  Those were horrible, horrible times to be testing kids continually in a 

continuation school, expecting them to meet standards that…these are the kids that were particularly 

lacking.  Many of them were heroic if you considered how well they were performing despite their 

challenges.  So, anyway, this is lovely.  You know, not having to deal with all the dysfunctional family 

issues and all the heartbreaks of that. 

So [in retirement] I was looking for something and my biggest criterion is I wanted to do some volunteer 

work and I wanted to be outside.  No more walls.  I assumed that I would try several different non‐profit 

type things and then see what was comfortable.  The very first thing I tried was the botanic garden 

because I said, "I can be outside there."   I took the docent training and loved it and really enjoyed the 

people I met there.  They were smart women and men, and there was so much to learn.   

I'm becoming a better observer of things [in nature] and I have so much more time now.  I have this 

freedom to develop new interests.  I love doing research about things and doing things to share, I think 

because I'm an educator, you just want to help.  You want to share all this neat stuff.   
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As soon as I finished the docent training I jumped into the California Naturalist Program because I knew 

it would give me more background and have wonderful guest speakers.  It was just so much fun and I 

was sucking it up like a sponge.   I'm learning the most fascinating things all the time and I can't wait to 

tell someone about them. 

 For me it was just my excitement of being back in a classroom and learning from really top notch people 

in the field.  You just sort of feel honored that these people are taking their time to show what they 

know.     

Because she felt that she was missing some background nature knowledge, Robyn spent a lot of her own 

time learning about local ecology.  Having high standards for teaching, it is important for her to be 

confident with information before leading tours, so she wanted to feel prepared.  The extra research also 

gave her the opportunity to pursue topics of special interest and create resources about them.  

I did a tremendous amount of reading on my own and I found that there were things that interested me 

or things that I wanted to know so I'd do a little research on them and started making little information 

cards.  They have a picture on one side, maybe it's the wood rat and his den, and then a description on 

the back side.  Then when I saw the nest on my tours I could say, "That's a wood rat nest.  You won’t see 

the wood rat, but this is what it looks like."  Really, my bent was more the natural history side and the 

animal wildlife interaction with plants.  Strictly translating or communicating what botanical names of 

things are, that just didn't work.  Things had to have a story or I couldn't get excited about them.  But 

people there at the garden were very…that was OK with them.  They didn't push me to do things before 

I felt ready.   

I started working really hard on making these information cards.  They were fun because I would just 

choose things that I liked and then did extras.  Then if we run across something I can use them.  You 

know, I didn't know the difference between a ground squirrel and a tree squirrel, that sort of thing. 

Then it also occurred to me that this is pretty good information and as a new docent I would really like 

to have this information, so now I'm doing cards with [plant] information.  I'm including in that card 

native uses because that's always helpful to us docents, and then a third section which I'm kind of 

squeezing in on the cover about what animal is critical to this plant, as far as pollinating or spreading 

seeds or spreading spores.   

I probably have boxes and boxes of cards like this, and a couple of times a year when the garden's ready 

or we're having a docent meeting I'll say, "Is this a good time for me to bring those cards?" so that 

people that don’t have them, if they want them, can pick them up.   

For Robyn, learning and teaching seem to be inextricably linked.  She is driven to learn and equally driven 

to share new knowledge.  Already she has completed at least twelve distinct projects for the garden 

requiring hours of research and material production in order to benefit others.  She has found a 

supportive new environment in which to sustain the expression of her educator self.   
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I still feel really energized and excited about all the things there are to learn.  One of the things that 

drives me now is I'm really interested in new docent training.  That's kind of how it's shifted my whole 

orientation about what I enjoy doing now versus then when I was just so focused on work for such a 

long time.  This is very freeing. 

What has been most meaningful?  I think as I'm exposed to different things I will grab something and 

think, "How can I simplify that information so that others can understand it easily?"  Then I work on a 

project like that.   

I've been quite careful not getting involved in anything else because I want time for my projects.  When I 

have something going on like this I just want to work […] and I always seem to have something else that 

I want to do next.  The garden does harp on me a little bit because I'm so wildlife oriented.  They keep 

saying, "Bring in the plants, bring in the plants." But they're interdependent, so to me you can’t do 

plants without the wildlife.  You don’t have one without the other so I don't have any conflict about it at 

all.   

You can tell I’m excited about what I get to do, and I never imagined […] the challenge it is to take 

material and try to simplify it and condense it and do it well.  Then that whole issue about political 

correctness and getting things cross‐checked by authorities.  You know, I really like that!  I like the 

accountability and I'm really serious about wanting to be sure what I get out there is accurate.   

I make [the cards], I have them checked, then I make a bunch of them and I just tell people, "Anybody 

wants any of these…"   I'm not doing it to make money.  I'm doing it because I think having something 

visual like that especially when you're a new docent it makes you more comfortable.  Actually, people on 

my tours really seem to like them.   

So I always have something going on.  It is really a joy.  I'm thrilled to have something that is mental, 

intellectual.  I’m so happy really not to be dealing with all the issues of public school teaching.  I mean, 

the teaching part is great, but boy, sometimes teaching is not a big part of your job when you're in 

public school.  Now I'm not distracted by things […] I'm really really happy in retirement because of my 

involvement there.   

Despite early childhood nature experiences and an interest in gardening, Robyn does not indicate a 

strong attention to nature in her past.   

I grew up on a ranch and had lots of animals around, and of course always growing crops and 4H 

projects, and since all the relatives were also into agriculture and farming there's always been 

something I've appreciated, always been an awareness of things like elements of weather and plants 

and pollinators.  Some of that has always been in the tapestry of my life […] but there wasn't this 

element of habitats and that sort of thing.  Now I see everything through lenses that say, "How are 

things interacting in this little piece of natural world?"  



OUTSIDE WITHIN  140 

It's interesting…our school started a garden in the back and we had oak trees and we were always 

looking at birds.  When we first moved to this campus it was years before the garden, but I know that 

the other teacher and I both talked about "let's get some native plants in here."   We were trying to 

engage the kids with plants and that sort of thing.  I didn't do it specifically in my classroom, but I did in 

conversations and just in social things at break.  I spent a lot of time weeding and helping with 

landscaping and we had the kids working at it too.  Just trying to get the message across that working 

with plants is fun and satisfying, that kind of thing.  I think that it was just sharing something that I 

enjoyed myself.  It wasn't very calculated. 

Having found the support of a new community and in learning about interesting natural systems, 

however, her interests in the environment and sense of ecological identity seem to be changing.  

If someone had asked me five years ago, "Are you a tree hugger?" or "Do you feel that protecting the 

natural resources are…Does that ring your bell?" I probably would have said, "I suppose so," but the 

more I've learned about things, it's sort of like the commitment to the mission, to the taking care of the 

environment, that's really just grown as I've learned more and hung around those kind of people. 

I just didn't really have any information about that natural world except what my parents passed on.  So 

all of a sudden, there was all of this stuff to learn and wonderful people who were being supportive and 

it was just like, "God, this is so great!"  I felt very hesitant.  I just said, "I don't have the background for 

this, to be leading a garden tour because I'm not a plant person."  It was something, though that just 

sort of evolved.  You do it, you keep learning more.   

I think more people are drawn to the garden because they already have this interest in the natural 

world, or they already have a background in botany or that sort of thing.  But in every class there are 

people like me who, hey, this is a new language for us, you know?   

Thanks to getting really tied into an institution that could nurture me and give me a playing field.  Many 

of us went through both trainings, and once you go through the Cal Naturalist, you're always welcome 

to go on their field trips, which is wonderful.   

So I think many of us kind of share an identity with both Cal…in fact on our volunteer ID things most of 

us have our little Cal Nat pins that we get at graduation.  It's kind of amusing because it's not like we 

really need to wear pins, but someone did it and it's kind of like we want people to know that we take 

our training seriously and that we want to be good.  We're making an effort to continue taking classes 

and we're doing the best that we can.   

Along with a changing sense of ecological identity, Robyn's essence as an educator is now also evolving 

to reveal a newly emergent eco-teaching identity, offering new challenges and its own rewards. 

When we compare the kind of education you're doing in a public high school, though, what you can do 

in this kind of setting, this is the fun part, what I get to do with the garden and communicating, trying to 
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educate the public and trying to get them excited about, "Hey, see why we need to preserve these 

native plants?"  That is just as exciting, and maybe it's more fun now because it doesn't come with the 

issues of classroom management and jumping through hoops for the district.   

I think [environmental education] has to do with engaging kids and adults in the system about…they 

need an awareness of ecology, of how plants and animals and people interact.  It's the purpose of 

environmental education to help people take an active role in conservation and making good use of 

natural resources so that it can go on for the next generation.   

Very often I'll do a disclaimer with my group and I'll say, "You know, I still feel like a newbie at this.  I've 

only been doing this a couple of years and I’m not from a science background, but I just want to share 

with you some of the things that I think are so cool about this garden."  But for the most part, the public 

that comes to see the garden doesn't […] care about botanical names, but they do think the Cochineal 

on the prickly pear are pretty cool by the time you finish with them.   

I want them to become better observers, but I want them to love nature.  I want them to see how 

interdependent people are in the whole picture of preserving native plants and our environment and 

our habitats.  I want them to think, "This is really worth saving because our well being depends on the 

well being of the planet."  I want people to just see how fascinating it all is.  I mean, there are things to 

observe every single day that just sort of blow your mind.  I just can't think of a better life, or lifestyle 

than to be someone who connects and enjoys observing and wants to learn.  If it hadn't been this, it 

probably would have been something else, but I can't imagine anything that would be more thrilling 

than being interested in this stuff.   

It's really been life changing, and fun.  I mean, I was happy before and I'm really happy now. 

 

Take them out in the woods.  It's just the most important thing that you can do for them. 

Tom 

Based on his work as an educator and his own personal experience, Tom strongly believes in the 

importance of exposure to things, places, and ideas for understanding and informed decision making.  

For both the children in his classes and the adults on his docent led tours, he hopes that exposure to the 

natural world will inspire excitement and a sense of connection to the local environment.   

If people were exposed to things, I mean that's partly what school is supposed to be, is to expose 

students to things, experience for them to realize, "I really enjoy woodworking," or "I really hate 

woodworking."   I just think that we lack exposure and we are complacent and at ease with no exposure, 

no learning, with no understanding, with no breaching of that.  We have become settled in our 

educational ways.  That's what I think that this program can give, is to change the focus.  This bell rings, 
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that means recess, this bell rings, that's lunch.  It's a factory, and there's too many really incredible 

things that everyone should be subjected to and exposed to in order to make a good decision for their 

life choice, but if you don't expose them, how do they know? 

I mean, if I had known about the forest service…I didn’t know about it in Missouri.  They had the forest 

service but it's not like here.  If I'd known that, I'd be a ranger now, or a district supervisor because it just 

speaks to me.  So take the field trip, bring the kids here.  Take them out in the woods.  It's just the most 

important thing that you can do for them.  Find out what it is that they want to do.  We don’t have 

enough of that at all and we need it.   

It's not going to happen for everyone, but if you're exposed to it there's a better chance that you can 

[get excited about nature].  If you want them to be excited about conservation and about anything 

dealing with nature, you probably should get them out of the room and get them outside.     

The coolest thing in the world, being a docent on the reserve, is to encourage people to touch the 

ground, because you're grounded […] the circuit is complete.  It's a good thing.  If I bring people in, if I 

can drive people around on the reserve, if I can get people to cover up pipes so the little wildlife doesn't 

get down inside, if we mitigate an area for the riparian culture, it's very cool and what you're doing is 

allowing people to experience that, which they wouldn’t do in their normal lives. 

You can change their lives.  That's what teaching does.  And you don’t know.  It doesn't matter that I 

don’t know.  What matters is that they were exposed to this, they open their eyes to this, that some 

place later on they're going to remember something and turn left instead of going right, go out of town 

instead of staying in town, go for a walk in the woods instead of playing a video game.  I hope.    

The impacts of experiencing the natural world and learning about the environment may not always be 

apparent, but he feels that for people to learn how they fit within nature is so vital that it has always 

been included as a part of Tom's teaching whether he is working with kids living in the mountains or 

downtown at an urban school.   He provides learning opportunities that he hopes will help others find 

agency in their lives and in the environment.   

There is a thing that happens to kids when they come up here [to the mountains], it's a different life.  

You still have all of those [teenage] things, but I think there's an understanding and sort of an 

appreciation for the outdoors.  So when you do get them on the reserve you have a better chance of 

getting through to them because you're letting them express themselves and you're letting them 

experience it themselves as opposed to answer the questions at the end of the chapter.  So this is the 

ability to have a hands‐on thing here.  I think there probably are a higher number of people who might 

go into biology, go into forestry, go into forestry management, go into firefighting up here because this 

is where you are.  I think they're more ready, more primed to listen because they live here.   

The middle school kids they'll go for a hike on the reserve.  We'll take them on a hike and they'll go up 

and overlook the valley and things like that.  It's just a different thing than you can do in the city. 
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I feel that the problem with too much city…I tried to stress what was there before this school was here.  

Any time you can bring the environment in…I'm sort of a constructivist teacher, so if I can bring math 

into science or math into history or those kinds of things I like to do it because I think it's a whole picture 

thing.  Our environment is really what got us here, it's what we have around us, and so it's always a part 

of class.  When you have that opportunity for kids to touch nature, to be a part of nature, to grow 

something in a planter in school or something like that, it's really, really important, so it's really a part of 

my life.  That's what the pictures are on the wall, they're usually nature, birds and things. 

It was just because you have your lesson for the day, and how you teach it, you still need to get through 

to them.  My objective is for you to understand it because once you understand it then you go faster.  

Nature is like that.  Once you understand nature and understand some of the rules, that's what 

happens.  When you understand, you progress at a higher rate of speed.  That's what I bring into the 

classroom using the natural world, and not denigrating, but not encouraging the blacktop world because 

that's all around us.  What I want to do is by illustrating with nature, using that as my primary example, 

kids begin to start thinking that way and I think that works too.  By using the natural world, using the 

words from the natural world and the patterns of the natural world, you get them to start talking that 

way.  You're not beating them about the face and ears with it, this is just how you do examples.  What 

you have done is given them a pathway.   

I'm the one that gets excited about it, because I also know my relationship to other people within the 

environment is that what I want to do is interact with children.  If I interact with children and say, "Look 

at this, this is cool," because you don't know what you say to a child, you don't know what you say to 

anybody how it affects them, which makes me very wary as far as what I say to children and how I say it. 

…and that's the other thing, illustrating the importance of the individual within the ecosphere that we 

have.  For the kids, for them to know, for them to experience their importance within it and their spot 

within that ecosphere and how they can affect change, that's really…because another thing that we 

don’t feel is power.  We feel powerless, we feel anonymous because [of] this whole society of staring at 

myself and taking pictures of me, all of that stuff which is so self‐centered and so not appropriate.  

We're not living on an island.  You have to be a part of it.     

Fundamentally Tom believes in creating a safe environment for learning, acknowledging that for a 

holistic understanding of life it is important to experience both good and bad, challenges and successes. 

I've always enjoyed their enthusiasm and their willingness once you get them on your side, once they 

trust you, to get them to try things or to look at something differently.  If you set the classroom up to be 

a safe place to be wrong…Wrong is great to combat the competitive "have to be right all the time."  You 

were wrong, isn't that great?  Why?  Because now you can do it right and you'll never do it wrong again.  

That first time you did it, if you got it right you thought, "Oh, I know this!" No, you don’t know this, you 

have to experience it.  You have to experience the yin and the yang, the right and the wrong, the black 
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and the white.  That's what I'm about.  That's why I got into it, just because we don’t have enough yin 

and yang.  You have to experience the whole life.   

It's like the woods.  There's no retirement for rabbits.  It's not a good end.  It's a sad thing but it's just the 

way it is, and it's a beautiful thing.  It's hard to find the beauty sometimes in nature because sometimes 

it's just so cruel.  It's not, it just IS.   

Yeah, and that's what class should be.  You should find out because you're doing it in that wonderful 

atmosphere of safety and of exploration and of "look at this, this is really cool," that everybody 

experiences that joy, that difference.   

Experiencing the local environment and gaining a sense of place are particularly powerful learning 

opportunities which can help people realize their place in the natural world.  The naturalist program has 

been particularly valuable in providing locally specific learning experiences. 

I think [I most valued] finding out about our area, finding out about this specific area.  I grew up next to 

the Oregon Trail when I was a child, and the wagon ruts were still there and we could play in the wagon 

ruts from the wagon trains.  That was just really interesting.  You know, there was someone here before 

you…but for here, finding about our natural world was just really, really great in that it was specific to 

this particular area.  It was not generic.  It was way more than a textbook.  

To me, teaching what I teach up here on the mountain…they take money out of the science program.  I 

think that's fine because if we were really truly teaching it how it should be taught, we'd be outside 

because you're on the San Andreas Fault, you're next to the reserve.  The biodiversity is huge, along with 

the geology, along with the astronomy.  All these things pertain to where you are right now, and so if 

you're here this is the opportunity to teach it.   

The idea of doing something that you're passionate about and you'll never work a day in your life, that's 

the thing about the nature.  Our nature here is just so explosive and so in your face.  The opportunity of 

finding more about it and then through the Naturalist Program to be able to get school kids and take the 

kids out there […] To expose them to damselflies, to wild turkey, to deer, to burrowing owls, to all those 

kind of things that if you don't know to look…all you're telling them is just, "Look over there, you see 

that?  Isn't that neat?"   

I mean, we talk about water shortages.  We live on well water, that's all we have.  So people are aware 

of it here because it's part of our lives.  To make those people aware in the city, when they come for a 

tour of the reserve, it's just the best because then they get a feeling for where they are, where they 

came from.   

We had a group with one of those meet‐up things.  We'd start in the valley, drive over the ridges and 

down into the next valley, so that's all day long.  Beautiful country, great four‐wheel drive stuff, but we 

didn’t see a lot of wildlife.  They still had a great time.  They're all city folk.  Well, we got down to the last 



OUTSIDE WITHIN  145 

turn before we went to the exit where their cars were […] and there in the distance, going right across 

the road right in front of us about sixty yards away were nineteen pronghorn.   This was just…they blew 

these people away.  We watched this thing for like five miles, and it changed lives, because they saw this 

thing and it's in California.   

It's not on National Geographic.  It was right there in front of you.  That's the coolest thing about it 

because what it gets is that grounding thing […] and realizing you're a part of this environment.  You're 

completely ensconced in this environment and when you live in the city you don’t have that feeling.  You 

don’t know that you're within that. 

This is the great outdoors, I'm living here.  [The animals] are not living with me, I'm living with them.  

Putting folks the right way, you have to understand, you're in their world not something else.  That's 

really important to do because people want it to be comfortable and safe.  The big bad wolf is, and the 

coyote is.  They're just doing what they do, but they're part of the balance.  […] Because we have this 

opportunity to live in this environment [we can] to learn to do it right so that you are a part of the 

environment and not an interloper.  So as far as the program, that was really an interesting thing and a 

great thing to link together, the cohesiveness of nature.   

It can be difficult changing attitudes in our society and so Tom especially appreciates examples of finding 

compromises and tries to open dialogs across viewpoints. 

The reserve is one of the largest privately held pieces of ground in California that's undeveloped.   What 

impressed me was they said they wanted to sell some, to develop parts of it, and for four or five years 

the main ecological associations put them in court.  So they came to the idea of forming the 

Conservancy which is paid for by the landholder but it is autonomous.  Everybody gave up something, 

and they seemed to be getting along which just blew me away.  Well, that just interests me so much 

because we have to get along.  We can agree to disagree but we have to get along.  So here's this group 

that came together and did that, and I love it, and then they formed the Naturalist Program.   

We're all a part of it, and that's what's so cool about it.  All you can do is change one person at a time.  

That's all you can do is ask the right questions.   

Already having a deep appreciation for the natural world, the naturalist program has been an 

opportunity to broaden his understanding of the local environment, to connect with others of similar 

interests, and to enrich his interpretive skills. 

I think I am not and never will be a biologist.  I am a generalist, which is great because a naturalist, it's 

what they were before they were botanists and ethnologists and herpetologists.  It was a naturalist, so 

I'm OK.  I fit there.   

Every weekend we would go out to the reserve and do something or see something or travel around and 

learn how to be docents to bring the public in on it because that's the coolest thing in the world.   
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They were from all different walks of life.  The commonality is our appreciation of nature and of the joy 

of being on the reserve.   

We get together all the time.  Then you go on the reserve and you'll do stuff.  Like last week we did a 

bunch of stuff with the weather stations.  There's like seven weather stations, so those are ongoing 

studies with the difference of the microclimates within the reserve, or the pronghorn study, or the weed 

abatement, or the invasive species.   

I have a better idea of where to look for things if I don't understand, and a better idea to look for things 

if I want to see them, and I'm better at expressing what the world is.  I'm certainly not like the guys that 

taught us, because they're lifetime birders, they're lifetime botanists, that's what rings their bell.  What 

rings my bell is to take you out on the reserve and make your eyes light up.  I mean one day, it was 

Easter Sunday, we went up on the ridge with a whole bunch of birders.  Oh my gosh, we looked out and 

there were seven California Condors so close you could see the numbers.  You could read the numbers 

on their legs, plus two Golden Eagles and one Bald Eagle in the same bird pile.  They were all circling and 

people were like, "Oh my gosh!  Oh my gosh!" and the binoculars and the cameras!  I got to see that 

because of the Naturalist Program.  Just amazing.   

Ultimately Tom's connection to the environment is deeply personal and he is clear in his commitment to 

actively engaging in preserving the natural world.   

As far as this environment, being a part of this…I am careful with the environment.  I am very aware of 

it.  I feel the dry and I worry about the dry and I'm part of this.  This is my home.  When I'm in the city 

which is where I work a lot of the time too, I can't wait to get out.  I can't wait to get back here.  It's a 

part of me.  I would like to think that I'm not a detriment to my environment.   

This is a blessing, life is a gift.  I’m to the point where I want to leave it better than I found it.  I will leave 

my footprint and I'm sorry about that, but I also want to leave it better than I found it.  It's important for 

us to all understand that, and we have that opportunity to do it.  We have to do it, it's not passive.  

Education and life are not passive, you've got to be out of the bleachers, you've got to be on the field, 

and if you're not then you're part of the problem.  Don't be a part of the problem.  Be involved. 

 

I want to share the passion, share the thrill of getting people exposed to the outdoors. 

Peter 

An insightful educator who understands and connects with others, Peter was originally drawn to the 

biological sciences and veterinary medicine by a lifelong love of the natural world, but he strongly 

resonated with teaching once in the classroom.  His teaching philosophy reflects a belief in the centrality 

of student development rather than a solely subject-based approach.  Though passionate about nature, 
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he is not always able to include environmental topics in his classes, but has initiated many other 

environmental projects through which to engage students. 

I wanted to be a veterinarian and I was on the waiting list at Cornell back in New York.   So a friend of 

mine who actually had been my seventh grade teacher went on to become a science education 

professor and said, "Take my class and just see what you think."  It seemed to make sense, and he said 

that…I told him once that I wasn't learning anything and he said, "Well, that's because you're a natural.  

You should be a teacher.  I've just known you all your life.  You figure out people, you figure out how to 

explain things, you should do it."  So I student taught the next semester and it was like a spiritual 

awakening.  A light got brighter in the room and I looked out and I felt like I could read the kids' minds, 

and like, "Oh, my gosh, this is…what's going on here?"  It was just like somebody was talking to me at 

that moment.   

Well, most people that I know, and I've worked with student teachers a lot, most people you talk to 

think they're teaching biology or English or Spanish or whatever, but you're not.  You're using that as a 

framework to teach kids, you know, people about themselves and how they learn.  So you really are 

going to be successful as a teacher understanding the person you're working with and how they 

perceive things and then present it, or expose them to the ideas, and that's just a way that you measure 

to see if you're successful.   

I grew up outside, always interested in what was under the rock and behind the tree, and how nature 

worked and the weather and understanding seasons etc.  Then I thought that's what I wanted to teach, 

but in the end, like I said a minute ago, you're teaching people.  You teach biology students who are 

younger usually the way it's taught in the US, and so chemistry students were just a little bit older, a 

little bit wiser, can understand my humor, were more motivated to pay attention and think of 

themselves as college material or otherwise they wouldn't have signed up for this hard course.  I asked 

to teach chemistry and that's where I hit it.  That's when it was the sweet spot. 

I don't try to do strict curriculum work with it, but acid rain and global warming, there are things that do 

come up…the Fukushima plant.  They always ask about nuclear accidents […] so when things come up 

naturally kids are curious.  I can teach the facts, but I can find myself easily carried away and [can] be a 

little bit more emotional about teaching the environment.  You don’t want to try and argue or convince 

the kids whose parents seem to think, "Oh, no.  That's bologna, it's all fake."  So I let them discover for 

themselves, just expose them to things.  They'll learn about toxins.  They'll learn about water systems, 

solutions, the ocean and the atmosphere, so they get the background. 

I'm really passionate about science and wildlife in particular, but got into it…excited about chemistry and 

you really do more with chemistry in terms of explosions and color changes and making magic […] and 

so I've really enjoyed that part, but I don't teach chemistry.  I teach students.  So I really get to know 

them and I guess I've been that kind of person…was told when I was younger, "Oh, you should be a 
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psychologist because you really understand the way people think."  I never thought much about that […] 

and then "boom" there it was.  That was it from then on.   

Peter's drive to personally explore and experience nature has always been a part of his life.  The natural 

world is his home. 

My parents both liked to go camping and go on walks, but I was just…couldn’t wait to get outside.  We 

[lived] right on the edge of a small town, so there were the horses behind our house and then just 

beyond the horse pasture there's woods.  So we'd go in the middle of nowhere and build forts and 

literally chase snakes and try to figure out what those little mouse like things were, voles as it turned 

out, and birds were of course everywhere, and just tried to see…you know, every once in a while you'd 

see a weasel or just really fun things.  Deer of course were everywhere, so I just was fascinated.  I just 

followed that.  It was an urge for me to be…you know, it was just a good day if you saw a wild animal…it 

felt good. 

We did sketching as part of the [California Naturalist] journaling, how to record in your journaling doing 

an accurate depiction of what you were seeing, not just a picture.  I thought it was a good skill.  It's not 

something I do much of.  I don’t want to sit still and look at something, you know?  I want to describe it 

and experience it and understand it and I'll write about it maybe, I like to write, but I don’t want to sit 

outside.  I don’t find a lot of pleasure in sitting in nature.  I do sit still if things come by, but I want to go 

on around that next curve and see what's there.   

I don't know when it happened, but it was one time moving around, and it looked like I was going to 

move again and things were changing in my life and I just thought about, "Where do I belong?" Then I 

looked up and it was the sunrise on the mountains and I just realized, "OK.  I belong to the Earth."  It's 

just where I live.  I've always felt in tune with nature, the rhythms of the seasons, the daylight changing, 

the growth, the springtime.  I just always was hyper aware of it, just knew that it was going on around 

me.  I didn't think about what was in the store, I didn't think about what was on television.  It was 

listening, looking, waiting, saying, "OK, what am I going to do?"  I want to walk around outside.  I want to 

just see what's there and…oh, there's something, something moved down there.  I don't know how else 

to explain it.  It’s just where I live.   

Comfortable working with others and building partnerships, Peter has fostered numerous collaborations 

to create engaging and authentic environmental opportunities for students. 

My real love has been [in] 2005 I met some people that had land in Costa Rica that they wanted to bring 

students to, and it was this perfect synergy.  I went down to check it out and just said, "Oh my god, I've 

got to figure out how to do this."  So from 2006 on I've been taking anywhere from six to eighteen kids 

per group down there, and I spend about two weeks doing all kinds of different things down in the really 

remote area of the Osa Peninsula.  It's still primary forests there, big national parks, jaguars, and we 

work with a person doing studies on the big cats with camera traps.  We learn how to use them, and we 
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would assist them by bringing the camera traps down at a better price than they could get them shipped 

to Costa Rica.  Then they would put on workshops for students and we would see the information on 

what data the camera traps are giving.   

So I'd expose my students to a lot of different things down there:  home stays with people that are doing 

sustainable farming, coffee farming, shade grown.  So many different things kind of came together.  I 

met people that had this internship program down there with UC Santa Cruz, and so we had places to 

stay.  I met people at the OTS, Organization for Tropical Studies.  They have a full on research station 

and they teach courses, and so we had a little plot of land that we were studying over several years and 

watching it.  It was a pasture and we watched it fill in.   

Well, people I have met assisted me.  I've met people down there and just tied into them, but I just 

figured it out.  I mean, I was just so enthralled when I saw it.  So that was the starting point and I just 

kept talking to people.  I would go down without the students usually over Thanksgiving or Easter and 

set some things up and put it into the trip.  If it worked out we'd keep it, if it didn't we'd try something 

new.  I think it's nine groups I've taken down, and finally the last couple of times were just right.   

In addition to the Costa Rica trips, he has been involved in local projects as well.   

I've been following the development of this trail that's going to go from the ocean to a mountain 28 

miles inland.  It's the whole valley trail system that they're putting together so we've been hiking 

different sections of that and trying to…maybe looked into being a docent or a trail guide or ranger.  We 

were looking into taking disadvantaged students and convincing them to come out onto the different 

parts of this trail.  There was some money involved and they were bringing me in as a consultant to do 

how that would happen.  I was just brought in on the periphery so I don't know what exactly happened, 

but it didn't go through. 

My students have always…we either go to elementary schools or into junior high or other classes on 

campus and teach them about the rainforests and sustainable living or whatever with the kids.  Then 

when we started composting we would do composting workshops and help set up composting programs 

and worm bins at the elementary schools connected with a woman who then [with] her partner took off 

and built this big Healthy Day Partners non‐profit.  So it's another synergy where we both kind of fed of 

each other and went on to some things.  My students went over and helped train the 6th graders who 

would be the composters and then they were going to train the 5th graders.  So that program now has 

continued at that school.   

The California Naturalist program provided the opportunity to connect with another new and beneficial 

community. 

I got to meet a lot of different people that were, all had the same soul I would call it, but we had 

totally…there wasn't any other person who was just like me.  They came from all backgrounds and 

approaches and different things they were trying to get out of it, but we all felt the same way.  You 
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know, you could just look at something and you didn't have to ask anybody what they thought of it or 

how they felt.  It was just like you could feel it, sort of like lateral lines on fish that swim together.  

Everybody there was really into it, really enjoyed it, so I just felt invigorated being in it.  A lot of people 

that like the environment…I go on hikes and backpack with a lot of my friends, my wife and all, but still 

it's like these are passionate people that really were putting out a lot of effort and time to get this 

training and to be involved together. 

The things I've described I kind of just made happen because I knew I could.  I do connect with some 

people, but I just like, "I'm going to do this," and then go forward.  So I realized that I was going to be 

more effective by networking with all these people and understanding what the different groups are.  

We got exposed to people that were doing things in all different ways.  Jobs, volunteers, colleges that 

get involved too, so I just realized, "OK, there's a lot of stuff going on already that I can just tap into and 

contribute to or draw from."   

Having a positive ecological impact and creating opportunities for that to happen are also important 

personal goals. 

One thing that I've gotten even better at accomplishing is what we originally started out to do, to kind of 

affect the conservation of the environment in Costa Rica.  We really had an impact.  I noticed that the 

last two years. 

We learned that it doesn't matter how much money we raise to buy up land, you can't really take it 

away from local people, that you need to figure out how to get them to value the land as a rainforest 

more than a pasture or for the timber.  That's hard when they don't have any resources.  What are they 

going to do?  They live on the land.  We try to support people who are doing land acquisition to make 

biological corridors.   

Fundamentally an educator, Peter has a vision for how he would like to use his experience as a teacher to 

share his passion for nature with others and inspire them to continue discovering the natural world on 

their own.  The California Naturalist program has been a way to explore future interpretive possibilities.   

Citizen science as I understand it or what I'm talking about is sitting at a station and counting raptors 

flying overhead, or getting data to support an idea, or to get information so people can understand 

what's going on.  I'm doing informal science education is what I'd call it more.  So citizen science things, 

you look at the opportunity and there are people that would go and help with invasive species of plants.  

OK, I would do that but that's not my main motivation, and helping someone trap kangaroo rats or 

something would be interesting, but I wouldn't want to just do the grunt work.  That's not what I'm 

after.   

I would really like to be more, take my background training and be a naturalist educator.  You know, not 

fireside chats, but take people on hikes and teach…In fact there was one other…I looked into a bigger 

scale, more formal, long interpreter program that one of the guest speakers had actually talked about.  
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The timing didn't work out but it's something I'd consider.  I started out in biology and actually taught a 

couple of classes that were almost all field based, so I really loved that. That used to be where my 

preference would be, so I kind of was trying to incorporate that in and could stir up those ideas again. 

Well, it was interesting because I thought I would feel more like I've accomplished something, […] that 

"now I'm a California Naturalist."  But it wasn’t because the program didn't supply the information, it 

was just that I realized that it's just the beginning.  Rather than "now I'm ready to do this thing or that 

thing" it was like "maybe it's going to be more than I want it to be."  I wanted to kind of semi‐retire and 

slow down and have a little bit more flexibility.  I can see myself just getting totally immersed in it and 

really being as busy as ever.   

I really realized that I want to share the passion, share the thrill of getting people exposed to the 

outdoors.  I feel like that's what I've been successful at and want to keep at.  Those are the prime people 

I'd like to turn on to nature but I'd also be happy to take people who don't know what's here and get 

them out into wherever I'm living.  Get them into the habit of being outside and bring their friends the 

next time they go.  That's the kind of grass roots movement I want to have is to get more and more 

people to appreciate nature for what it is.   

 


