No Child Left Inside


I graduated from UW Madison in 2000 with a MS in zoology, a certificate in environmental studies, and no clue where to find a job. After one year with AmeriCorps*VISTA, I landed my first seasonal naturalist position with Dodge Nature Center in West St. Paul and fell immediately in love with the job. My days consisted of apple orchard tours, pond dipping, hiking in the woods and hunting for insects in the prairie. Each school bus that arrived brought a new batch of kids, fresh faced and bursting with enthusiasm. 

On one memorable day, I took a group of 5th grade students to the edge of an ephemeral pond to hunt for tadpoles and aquatic invertebrates. The wiggling water worms, multitudes of mosquito larva and spinning daphnia that we found in the water fascinated the kids. Even better, were the young frogs that hid along the water’s edge, springing just fast enough to evade the grasps of all but the quickest hand. By the time the class was over, their teacher practically had to drag the students from the pond, and in a final burst of energy, a group of three girls ran up, threw their arms around me and screamed, “Thank you, thank you, thank you – this was the best field trip ever!”

Sadly, experiences like these are few and far between for most schoolchildren in our country. The No Child Left Behind Act mandates testing for reading and math, but makes no requirements that students are educated about environmental issues such as water pollution, loss of biodiversity and global warming. As schools struggle to keep up with budget cuts, many have cut back on elective activities such as art and music, and some have even eliminated recess. 

The most recent Minnesota Report Card on Environmental Literacy, published in 2004, showed that Minnesotans in general are more knowledgeable about environmental issues than people from other states. However, in certain subject areas, such as water resource issues, 55% of people polled were unable to answer more than two out of five questions correctly. With a wave of water related problems making recent headlines – PFC’s in the groundwater, toxic algal blooms in lakes, flooding in southern Minnesota – it seems clear that education is needed. 

If we want to prepare our children to take on the environmental challenges of the future, we need to make environmental education a part of every school’s curriculum. Education about the natural environment has been shown to excite students. It engages them in the world around them, helps them to understand current events, and gets them outside and away from television and video games. As congress updates the current No Child Left Behind Act, a complimentary No Child Left Inside act has been proposed (HR 3036 and S 1981). This act would increase funding for environmental education, focusing on teacher training and capacity building. It will also give states new incentives to create environmental literacy plans for their students. For more information on the act and links for contacting your elected officials, visit www.cbf.org/nclb. We cannot hope for our children to take on the environmental challenges of tomorrow if we do not give them the proper education and experiences today. 
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