
4  WESTERN FORESTER  s  APRIL/MAY/JUNE 2022

By Jess Kaknevicius

Environmental 
education does 
more than help 

conserve our shared 
environment. It pro-
vides important oppor-
tunities for students to 
become engaged in re-
al-world issues that transcend classroom 
walls. Educators can use environmental 
education to make the link between their 
classroom studies and the complex envi-
ronmental issues confronting our planet 
and engage their students in developing 
a stewardship ethic. 

An initiative of the Sustainable For-
estry Initiative, Project Learning Tree 
(PLT) is an award-winning environ-
mental education program designed for 
teachers and other educators, parents, 
and community leaders working with 
youth from preschool through grade 12. 
Since 1976, PLT has reached more than 
145 million students and trained 765,000 
educators to help students learn how to 
think, not what to think, about complex 
environmental issues. PLT uses trees 
and forests as windows on the world to 
increase students’ understanding of the 
environment and the actions they can 
take to conserve it. 

PLT helps develop students’ aware-
ness, knowledge, and appreciation of the 
environment, builds their skills and abil-
ity to make informed decisions, and en-
courages them to take personal responsi-
bility for sustaining the environment and 
our quality of life that depends on it. 

PLT’s hands-on activities make 
teaching and learning fun. They connect 

children to nature, engage students 
in learning, improve student achieve-
ment, and grow 21st-century skills—
including the ability to think critically 
and solve problems. The materials 
are distributed along with profes-
sional development through in-per-
son workshops or online courses. 
More than 15,000 educators attend 
PLT workshops annually. 

Hands-on and investigation-
based learning 

PLT’s hands-on and inves-
tigation-based activities make 
learning fun while also building 
skills, stimulating knowledge 
gains, and actively engaging students. 
They afford students the opportunity 
to learn through real experiences, 
rather than just reading or hearing 
about them.

Children discover why leaves turn 
yellow in the fall. They learn how 
seeds travel through the wind and 
grow in the soil where they land. 
They look underneath leaves, stones, 
and rotting logs for evidence of decom-
posers. They create nature journals to 
develop their creative writing skills and 
craft stories from their observations. They 
adopt a tree and learn about that species 
and watch how it changes through the 
seasons.

Children pretend to be trees and 
gather the nutrients they need for them 
to survive, collecting different colored 
squares for each element. They learn to 
read a cross-section of a tree to see how 
old it is through the number of rings and 
what happened in each year. They learn 
to focus and observe using their five 
senses. They map out sounds they hear. 
They collect data and build bar graphs 
comparing different elements in nature 
that they find.

Well-tested teaching strategies 
All PLT activities have been thorough-

ly field-tested by educators working with 
students in the classroom and in nonfor-
mal settings. In addition to inquiry-based 
instruction and outdoor teaching and 
learning, PLT activities employ differ-
entiated instruction strategies, career 

connections, STEM skills building, and 
authentic assessment.

For example, each activity suggests 
effective strategies for students to apply 
and demonstrate what they learned from 
the activity. A Career Corner is included 
with every student worksheet to intro-
duce youth to related green careers. 
Every activity incorporates at least some 
elements of STEM and lists relevant 
STEM skills. Some activities are denoted 
as STEM exemplars.

Explore Your Environment: K-8 
Activity Guide 

PLT’s flagship curriculum Explore 
Your Environment: K-8 Activity Guide 
won an Academics’ Choice Smart Book 
award, was named one of Kirkus Re-
views’ 100 Best Indie Books of 2021, and 
received platinum awards for design and 
layout. Released in the spring of 2021, the 
Explore Your Environment: K-8 Activity 
Guide offers educators a wide variety of 
engaging activities organized into grade 
bands: K-2, 3-5, and 6-8. Many activities 
also suggest variations for doing the 
activity with a different grade level or 
audience.

The Explore Your Environment: K-8 

Project Learning Tree: Environmental 
Education for Now and the Future

Project Learning 
Tree has curriculum materials 
developed for all age levels, and they have also 
created family activities materials. Depending 
upon the publication, some are available for free 
from https://www.plt.org/curriculum-offerings/ 
while others are available for purchase or 
distributed ony through PLT professional 
development workshops.

http://plt.org/
https://shop.plt.org/Shop/ProductDetails/k8guide
https://shop.plt.org/Shop/ProductDetails/k8guide
https://www.plt.org/curriculum-offerings
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Activity Guide includes 50 hands-on, 
multidisciplinary activities to connect 
children to nature and increase young 
people’s awareness and knowledge about 
their environment. Activities include 
detailed step-by-step instructions, aca-
demic correlations, time and material re-
quirements, and corresponding student 
worksheets with green career connec-
tions. This supplementary curriculum 
is designed to develop students’ critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills. 

Topics include trees and forests, 
wildlife, water, air, energy, waste, climate 
change, invasive species, community 
planning, and more. The activities en-
compass the economic, ecological, and 
social aspects of environmental issues 
and are designed to help students learn 
how to think, not what to think.

The activities are suitable for use in 
formal classrooms and nonformal set-
tings, and several are particularly suited 
to exploring urban environments. With 
the increasing popularity of place-based 
learning, PLT’s outdoor activities are 
intentionally adaptable for a variety of 
settings: urban, suburban, and rural—
with state-level adaptations and support 
for local environments. Most activities 
are designed to take one or two 50-min-
ute periods of instruction.

PLT activities are designed to be easy 
to use. Each activity contains all the 
information needed to teach the core 
lesson, including background informa-
tion, preparation instructions, materials 
and time requirements, step-by-step 
instructions, student pages, assessment 
suggestions, and suggestions for extend-
ing the lesson.

Taking students outdoors to make 
observations or collect data is the core of 
many lessons. While there are lessons for 
both indoors and outdoors, all activities 
offer ways to “Take It Outside!” to extend 
student learning. In addition, many sug-
gest service-learning opportunities that 
take students into their community.

Sustainable forestry and green jobs
PLT also engages students in ways 

that help them see the forest sector as 
a provider of green careers.  Green jobs 
represent one of the fastest growing 
and changing segments of the global 
economy. According to the Internation-
al Labour Organization, there were 9.8 
million green jobs in 2017 and by 2030, 
there will be an additional 15-60 million 

new green jobs.
PLT has resources for helping youth 

ages 12-25 explore green careers in for-
estry and conservation. The Green Jobs: 
Exploring Forest Careers unit introduces 
youth to the array of career options in 
this field. Designed for adults working 
with youth, the activities can be used 
indoors or outdoors, in settings ranging 
from school classrooms to community 
youth programs, field tours, and college 
and career prep programs.

Employers are looking for workers 
who can communicate and collaborate, 
and who are creative leaders. PLT’s Green 
Jobs: Exploring Forest Careers includes a 
self-assessment for youth to analyze their 
leadership and people-oriented skills (of-
ten referred to as “soft” skills), as well as 
their technical skills in science, technolo-
gy, engineering, and math (STEM).

These quizzes can help any job seeker 
in the green economy envision the right 
career for them, whether or not they are 
aiming for a STEM career. Youth can 
match their personality type with an 
array of forest-related career opportuni-
ties and learn about the skills needed for 
different jobs.

Green Jobs: Exploring Forest Careers 
also suggests additional resources to 
broaden and deepen learners’ explo-
ration of forest careers, for example, 
finding green job boards and forestry 
career websites, and where to connect 
with forestry professionals.

PLT will also be launching the Journeys 

of Black Professionals in Green Careers 
later this spring, highlighting 20 Black 
Americans and their career pathways in 
the forest and conservation sector. This 
resource provides youth with awareness 
of the many jobs in the forest and conser-
vation sector and advances conversation 
within the sector through the representa-
tion of many inspiring stories from histor-
ical and current environmental heroes.

Environmental education and a 
brighter future 

PLT is dedicated to ensuring that 
our environmental education materials 
contribute to authentic and meaningful 
learning experiences that include diverse 
voices. PLT curriculum is developed 
through a critical lens of justice and 
inclusion. PLT’s model of professional 
development also helps to ensure that 
instruction and content strategies can be 
modified to meet the needs of all learn-
ers today and tomorrow as we rely more 
and more on environmental education to 
build a sustainable future.  WF

Jess Kaknevicius is the vice president, 
education with the Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative. She is responsible for growing 
SFI’s award-winning environmental 
education program, Project Learning 
Tree® (PLT), and the expansion of 
programming through Project Learning 
Tree Canada. Jess can be reached at 
(647) 797-1117 or jessica.kaknevicius@
forests.org.

(541) 505-3377
www.nwforestproperties.com

You want to buy or sell with the confi dence of 
knowing you will receive the best value on your 
transaction. We know timber management, and we 
know real estate. Call for a broker in your area today:

BUYING OR SELLING 
TIMBERLAND?

https://shop.plt.org/Shop/ProductDetails/green-jobs
https://shop.plt.org/Shop/ProductDetails/green-jobs
https://pltcanada.org/index.php/en/home/
https://pltcanada.org/index.php/en/home/
mailto:jessica.kaknevicius@forests.org
mailto:jessica.kaknevicius@forests.org

