Building a Successful Education Program
By Lisa Shaw, District Manager, Niobrara Conservation District 

When I began my job at the District here in Lusk, there was no education program.  Today we have a program that is not only successful but also fits with the state standards for the school curriculum.  I think that the program is an important part of the future.  Natural resource education provides the future leaders of America with the tools they need to make sound decisions about the land, resources and management.  I was surprised by the students of this small rural town and their lack of knowledge for Agriculture and Natural Resources.  Working with the teachers and watching the students develop a passion for the land and critical thinking skills is, in itself, the best reward for the job.  I am sharing some of the things that work for me and hope that they will help you build your program.

· Provide EACH TEACHER with a list of all the things your District has to offer.  Include field trips, classroom visits, brochures, videos, etc.  In addition, ask for their needs.  Send the information to the schools in September so they can plan the whole year of educational activities.

· Whenever you offer a workshop, make it worth something to them; make it for college credit whenever possible.  The teachers also appreciate scholarships and materials (Ag in the Classroom, PLT and Holistic Management all offer college credits for a reasonable rate).

· Utilize the media.  Good press will enhance your participation levels, document what you did and showcase your community.  The kids love to see themselves in magazines or on TV and it continues the discussion and interaction.  The Round-Up is a great resource and has reports statewide.

· Use the agency and resource people in your area to develop job modeling, mentoring, area expertise and support.

· Do not tell the students what to think.  Allow them to discover and think for themselves.  Provide information, both sides of a story or general information that will allow them to become critical thinkers and form their own opinions.

· Provide an abundance of options, but do not overload the daily program.  Make it hands on if possible.  Follow-up with the students and teachers.  Critique the job you did and make notes for the next time.

· Even if you only have a few teachers involved, do a “bang-up” job.  Your reputation will create more work than you can handle.

· Develop a resource library and budget a small amount each year to allow for new materials.  Make it diverse in materials and content.  Use videos, worksheets, game, photos, cards, books, et. on a variety of topics, including composting, habitats, biomes, land-uses, water quality, soil, agriculture, wildlife, etc.

· Attend educational workshops such as Projects WET, Wild and Learning Tree; Wyoming Ag in the Classroom.  Become a program facilitator.  They provide you with exceptional tools in addition to adding credibility with the teachers.

· Become involved in Envirothon, WY RED, Ag Expos, home shows, camps, garden clubs, workshops and community activities like summer recreation, library story hour and chamber clean-up days.

· Celebrate a teacher that has done a job well by nominating them for Teacher of the Year awards.  There are several possibilities and some have monetary awards.  You never you, you may even be nominated for a Teacher of the Year award.

Some things that have worked in our district include: a rancher adopt a classroom program, tours of ranches, farms, businesses and the wide-open spaces.

We have sponsored Arbor Day, Stewardship Week, Poster contests and provided “Trees for Trash” on community clean-up days.  We have had students develop computer generated landscaping designs and materials for community improvement, test water quality, monitor grasslands and noxious weeds.  We are part of a team from the University of Wyoming that is implementing CRM in the Classroom.  We provide a grass workshop for summer recreation kids, read to students at story time, provide classrooms with speakers, tools and materials for their particular needs.  Most of all we have fun learning and doing.  For more information, give me a call at 334-2953.[image: image1.png]



